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ABSTRACT
Military veterans possess a unique set of nontechnical skills from military training
and operation that transfer into the civilian workforce. If leveraged appropriately, these
nontechnical skills create an economic advantage for organizations and an engaged
veteran workforce. The last two decades have built a resource-rich foundation to assist
veterans during their military-to-civilian transition and a clear business case that supports
hiring them. Unfortunately, organizations can overlook and underutilize these
nontechnical skills after veteran employees are hired and onboarded. What can
organizations do to leverage the human capital of their veterans during the entire
employee lifecycle? This appreciative inquiry is designed around 27 qualitative
interviews with military veterans of different ranks and military branches, currently
employed in the civilian workforce. Veteran interview responses across nine different
industries provided a summary of their nontechnical skills to be: Creativity &
Collaboration, Adaptability & Resilience, Servant Leadership, Effectiveness under
Pressure, and Visibility into Diverse Work Teams. Using a thematic analysis, the
responses were mapped to four organizational engagement drivers that can be measured
and improved by managers and organizations: CHALLENGE, MOTIVATION,
COMMUNITY, and COMMUNICATION. This paper explores the “why” behind these
nontechnical skills, the “how” of what civilian organizations are doing to leverage these
skills, and the “what” that can be done to improve the future of work for this
demographic. This research can be used both as a tool for organizations and for the
veteran community to market the transferable value of their military service.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In 2014, following five years on active duty as an infantry officer in the Marines,
one of my former Marines reached out to me with a question that I will never forget. He
asked me, “Sir, what am I good at?”
It was a stunning realization that one of my best leaders, who had led teams of 414 diverse young men, in adverse-rich environments, across three continents and through
natural disasters and combat, felt like he had nothing of value to offer the civilian
workforce when he left the Marines. It left me heartbroken and frustrated. Why would he
think that everything he had worked so hard to learn and master over the last eight years
of his life would not be desirable or transferrable in the civilian workforce after the
military? Like many service-members, he was married, had children and a mortgage;
these were responsibilities that he had a role in supporting. He had recently separated
from the Marine Corps and for the first time, was being forced to evaluate his
occupational future. Far scarier to me than the challenge of highlighting his strengths or
helping him find a new job was the hopelessness that he had in his voice, stemming from
his judgment that he had nothing to offer the world outside of the military. When I began
talking to more of my former Marines (and other veterans), I learned this fear was more
pervasive than I thought. In my own life, it wasn’t until several months into my first postmilitary job that I encountered similar feelings of disengagement and disconnectedness.
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Background and Context
My first job after the transition out of the Marines was as a commercial real estate
broker. It was a sales job that had high earning potential, but leads were typically sourced
and cultivated in solitude. I was captivated by the outward luxurious aesthetic of the
industry, and the wealth-producing career that could be achieved. But my lack of selfawareness at that stage of my life made me blind to how different an organizational
contrast it would be following my time as a commander in the Marines.
Being a commercial real estate broker sounds big. When you hear commercial
real estate, you think of large buildings, successful companies, and bustling downtown
areas. You think of clean-cut, professional men and women, storming around the central
business districts of cities, on and off phone calls, working early mornings and
socializing at fancy evening functions. Nearly every brokerage firm I interviewed with
was full of college athletes – competitive, athletic, witty, and agile. Being a former
collegiate athlete myself, the challenge of assimilating and thriving in this fast-paced
world offered me a glimpse into a successful and connected future. The greatest mistake I
made was not understanding what the balance of individual vs. group tasks would be
involved during daily life in the industry. I found that it was a professional life of secrecy
and solitude; two things that are not on my list of strengths.
When I was hired, the company ran the obligatory military-friendly marketing
campaign; “[name of firm] hires new Commercial VP of Leasing and former Marine
Corps Captain: Jesse Gemberling-Johnson.” I was motivated, excited, and knew I would
be challenged. I learned in my first week, however, that I was in the wrong place; I was
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in an industry and a part of a company that had no idea how to tap into my military
background and leverage it for success.
How business was conducted in this new industry is fundamentally quite different
from how organizational teams succeed in the military. What makes many servicemembers successful in the military, is the ability to collaborate in teams, and close-knit
units, leveraging the strengths of one another, in order for the team to accomplish
challenging missions. In this new world, you were given a list of new prospects to
contact, told to go sit (alone) in your office, and reach out to them to generate new
business. The adage, “fake it until you make it,” was frequently referenced; this
insinuates that you need to act more competent and experienced that you are until you
actually possess the requisite skills to succeed. An important recognition that I made
early was that I do not like working alone. What has driven me to succeed in earlier
phases of my life (musicals, soccer), and what is the only way to succeed in the military,
is to share information with team members, and work together, to accomplish the
objective. This is not entirely a foreign concept in commercial real estate brokerage. In
fact, there are some brokers who find that they work better with small groups or in pairs.
The downside, as you can imagine here, are that any/all leads (and subsequent deal
commissions), are split between members, limiting the amount of earning potential.
When I had the self-awareness to recognize that I was not being motivated by my daily
activities in solitude, I began approaching my colleagues with ideas and new business
approaches that I thought could yield positive outcomes. What I found was that my ideas
were either dismissed or they were stolen. This created a resentment for the people I had
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vulnerably approached, the organization, and the industry. But, like all mistakes we make
in life, there are lessons to be learned.
After six months in that new job, I learned something very important about
myself: I learned that I often hold myself to a higher level of accountability when
completing a task for others than when I am simply doing something for myself. Since I
was unable to find teams to collaborate with, and avenues to channel my commitment to
other team members around me, I had minimal engagement with my purpose as a
commercial real estate broker – and this led me to be ineffective at my job. For a little
more than a year, I felt lost in professional life. I thought back to my conversations with
my former Sergeant and feared that I shared a hopelessness with what I could accomplish
and offer this civilian world. I was a good Marine; not the best, but not the worst; people
looked up to me and trusted me, and that made me feel valued and engaged. But at this
stage of my professional life (post military), I felt that I didn’t have anything to offer this
new world outside the military, or at least nothing that this company cared to tap into.
And that was a scary feeling.
I have never forgotten the conversation I had with my former Marine, nor will I. It
has led me into countless conversations through the years with fellow veterans and
nonveterans alike. My military identity has been a proud and important component of
who I am and how I see myself; I carry it with me into any academic, personal, or
professional endeavor. When I learned about the capstone project component of this
graduate program, I knew that my goal would be to provide organizations, managers, and
veterans a generalized catalog of nontechnical skills that the military provides all its
members with, and an effective practice playbook for how to leverage them.
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Occasionally, people ask me, “Are you happy you joined the Marines?” My
response is typically, “It was the best decision of my life.” My training and operation as a
part of the United States Marine Corps taught me valuable lessons that can be applied to
everyday life and work. Those included the ability to adapt in the face of discomfort and
adversity, the willingness to prioritize the mission (and organizational objective) above
your personal goals, and the recognition that you are responsible for the growth and
development of all your team members. As an appointed leader in the Marines, you learn
that the only way to both lead and serve is to trust in team collaboration and do your best
to leverage the skillsets and personalities of your team members in order to achieve the
best collective results. When a military unit has built trust, confidence, and competence in
one another, it is a rewarding and unstoppable force. This dynamic is capable of being
recreated outside of the military, in civilian organizations. But for that to happen, all of
the stakeholders must be aligned with the best way to create that.
Capstone Objectives
The first objective is to provide a synthesized list of nontechnical skills that I am
proposing veterans possess, and an engagement guide for how organizations can
measure, engage, and leverage those nontechnical skills.
The second objective is to enable veterans to understand their value, regardless of
their industry, and find ways to communicate their nontechnical skills and experience to
existing and prospective employers and managers.
Taking steps toward accomplishing these objectives will create an optimized
endstate where veterans can communicate what they offer, and the organization can

6

utilize them in a way that increases individual and collective engagement, fulfillment, and
output.
This paper will offer steps toward understanding what workplace veterans see as
their transferrable nontechnical skills in the civilian workplace, effective methods in
which they have been utilized, a framework for understanding (and measuring) veteran
employee engagement, and recommendations on how an organization can improve
veteran employee engagement.
I begin the next section by exploring the literature around what constitutes a
veteran, the military-to-civilian transition, the business case for hiring veterans, and some
context around veteran social identity in the civilian workplace. I finish section two with
a brief overview of positive psychology and appreciative inquiry, and its link to the
design of the interviews I conducted. Section three explores the phenomenological
research study methods used and explains more about the interviewee population, process
of thematic analysis and code-mapping and proposes a hypothesis. Section four publishes
the complete interview response data synthesized into relevant themes. These themes are
then tied back to organizational engagement drivers that can be evaluated and measured
by organizations. The final section provides several conclusions, a questionnaire, and a
conceptual framework for measuring veteran employee engagement. This section ends
with recommendations for both organizations and managers, highlighting several
actionable strategies for engaging and utilizing their veteran employees more effectively.
I finish the final section with a note on my research limitations and future research
potential. As this topic of study has been an incredible personal and humbling experience,
I also address the importance of this academic endeavor at the end of the paper.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Background of Service
A Veteran is defined by the U.S. Code, as “a person who served in the active
military, naval, or air service, and who was discharged or released therefrom under
conditions other than dishonorable” (38 U.S.C § 101). Veterans joined the military for
many reasons. Among them are a sense of adventure or challenge, patriotism, discipline,
or structure, and for some, even a family or sense of belongingness they had never
experienced before. Whatever the reason, veterans learn to adapt to a new organizational
environment that they had not previously been accustomed to. Aside from the “Oath of
Enlistment” and contractual obligation that service-members enter when joining the
military, there is a unique composite of individual drivers that are at the root of every
veteran’s experience. As they leave the military behind (recently or decades past), they
have, in my experience, elements (however small or large) of the military experience they
would like to see recreated in the civilian workplace. The military provided a community
of support networks, in many areas, for each service-member. That support network is no
longer the same after the military. A note from Dexter’s Human resources challenges of
military to civilian employment transitions offers this insight into the sense of community
present in the military: “In order to more effectively cope with the hardships inherent to
the military experience, veterans often view the military as ‘a family’ that took care of
service members and provided a structured set of expectations” (Dexter, 2020, p. 484).
As veterans enter the civilian workforce, the concept of a “work family,” without similar
shared hardship, often takes on a new dimension.
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Almost 9 million United States Armed Forces Veterans make up 5.6% of today’s
civilian labor force (US Dept. of Labor, 2021). It is a demographic that can create a
polarized responses from recruiters and employers. Much of the value of military service
can be broken into technical or nontechnical skills they would need in the civilian
workforce, which I allude to in following sections. For many employers, the technical
skill deficit that military service members experience is real, and disadvantageous.
However, are there are nontechnical skills that seem valuable from military service? On
one hand, I have spoken with employers who see veterans as a unique force-multiplier,
capable of bringing unique skillsets and perspectives into the workplace as a result of
their military training. And on the other hand, I have spoken with employers who see the
military veteran as a knuckle-dragging, brainwashed machine who lacks critical thinking
skills and is void of technical industry experience. On a resume, some employers view
time-in-service as a gold mine of experience and some see it as irrelevant (or neutral) to
their organizational pursuits (Stone & Stone, 2015). Why is that? How can we explain to
employers that military service can be an invaluable period of training and personal
development that gives veteran employees an exceptional (and unique) conglomerate of
nontechnical skills and experience that they can offer their customers, non-veteran
colleagues, and organizations?
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One veteran I interviewed offered an insightful analogy into his experience in
recruiting for a large organization working alongside nonveteran recruiters:
I have this stupid analogy – this is one of mine, I have this analogy about
McDonald’s right? You go to McDonald’s probably 100,000 times in your life,
even if you don't go anymore, you've been there so you know what I’m talking
about here. And you go to McDonald’s and you look at the board every time you
go to McDonald’s. And you know McDonald’s, [you know] everything that's on
that board and you probably like Big Macs. Every time you go to McDonalds you
get a Big Mac. But when you go to McDonald’s, they got a special going and now
they're making Quarter Pounders, brand new, AND they're making them to order
every time. And you will go in there and you'll be like ‘wow, that's probably
really good that is probably delicious to they're making it right now’. But when
you get up there to place your order, you're going to order a Big Mac. Nine out of
10 times you're still going to order that Big Mac because the one [time you take a]
chance that you get a bad Quarter Pounder, you're going to be upset with yourself
all day long. And I say that is exactly what hiring managers are going through,
right now, when they're looking at [veteran applicants] and they're looking at
another [nonveteran applicants]. Because most of these hiring managers have a
[candidate profile] that they're comfortable with pulling in. You're the quarter
pounder that they're making fresh so now they got to know everything about us
good, however, they just can't pull the trigger on it. They can't pull the trigger, so
you have to figure out that last step (for them that) makes them pull the trigger
and hire you. (Veteran interviewee in large media organization)
In this paper, I will offer compilations of real-life stories, organizational
anecdotes, interpersonal engagements, and experiential data that will posit there are
significant advantages that can be capitalized on when the nontechnical value of veteran
experience is viewed through the lens of competitive advantage.
Military-to-Civilian Transition
From where we sit today, it might be common sense to assume that a formal
transition program that bridges military service to civilian occupation readiness might be
a good idea. After all, the organizational cultures, objectives, and environments in the
military are incredibly different from those of the organizations found in the world
outside of the military. It was not, however, until 1991, that a formal program called
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“TAP” (Transition Assistance Program), was established by Congress in the National
Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) (Kamarck, 2018). The program currently consists of
four components: Health-related topics, financial planning topics, career and employment
topics, and spouse and caregiver topics. The current TAP program has Core Readiness
Standards (CSRs) that are met following four hours of pre-separation counseling and five
days of classroom training education (spanning the four components). By those
standards, we are saying that the veterans are complete with their transition after five
days + four hours. This is far from the case.
In my experience, many of the service members who are required to participate in
the TAP program (as a part of their military separation) are disengaged with the content.
My assumption (and experience) is that the TAP program is run at the final phase of
training before service-members receive their DD-214 (final separation authorization), so
their headspace is consumed by freedom from the military rather than by the focus on
preparing themselves for the next personal and professional chapter. Although they may
be naturally distracted through this week of classes, there is a silver lining: this is likely
not the end of their transition education and assistance. The U.S. Department of Defense,
recognizing the need for a more integrative transition process, as enacted a program in
2014 called the “DOD SkillBridge,” which provides veterans with a three-to-six-month
internship (with civilian organizations) during their final months of active military
service with command approval (U.S. Dept. of Defense, 2014).
Since this need for military-to-civilian transition assistance was highlighted in the
early 1990s and has continued to gain momentum, there has been a surge of nonprofit
organizations and companies working to help guide veterans in their well-being and
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employment search even after they are officially separated from the military. Of the more
than 45,000 nonprofits currently in the United States designed to assist military veterans
and their families (veteransadvantage.com), there are more than 7,000 dedicated to
facilitating one or more components of the transition experience for veterans (Sloan,
2022). In additional to the 501(c)3 organizations, social media channels and groups have
had a profound impact on veteran connection and transition facilitation. There are a
multitude of social media groups and individual influencers who have created content and
guidance support through their social media platforms that help veterans network and
receive support around the clock. Organizations like UniteUs, HireHeroesUSA, and Rally
Point are three examples providing transition education from healthcare - to education to occupation-related questions. Veterans like Adam Braatz, Rich Cardona, and Rob Rens
offered valuable media content that I found useful in my transition. For some individual
veterans, this transition can be a lifelong endeavor. Although far from “solved,” let us
propose that the last three decades have adequately filled the research and resource void
that military veterans require for this transition experience into civilian (personal and
professional life). And with nine million veterans in companies across the country, likely
having transitioned with some economic and interpersonal success, this brings us to the
next phase of inquiry about the value of employing veterans: Why should we hire
veterans?
Business Case for Hiring Veterans
Many of my peers, upon separating from the military, decided to go to business
school and get an MBA. Since we were all officers in the Marines, which means we
completed a bachelor’s degree prior to entering the military, the idea of graduate school
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following the military seems like a logical chapter sequence. This next business school
chapter could perhaps tackle three concurrent objectives: earn a graduate degree (that can
enable you to earn more money in a new job), fill a gap of technical knowledge that you
didn’t learn in the military, and provide structure and direction during the first phase of
“transitioned” life. I, on the other hand, like many veterans, chose to pursue employment
following the military and not graduate school. Having previously completed a bachelor’s
degree to military service put me in an academically privileged position that only military
officers, ~20% of the 20.4 million veterans in the United States, can post on their resume
before their transition. But what about the other ~16 million veterans out there? 7.2
million of them were heading directly into the workforce in search of an organizational
home where their skills were valued, and they could help organizations succeed in their
mission (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). What could they list on their resume that
could possibly attract civilian employers?
Merriam-Webster defines human capital as “the skills, knowledge, and
qualifications of a person, group or workforce considered as economic assets” (MerriamWebster, n.d.). Therefore, the human capital of veterans applies to the knowledge, skills,
and qualifications that veterans have learned and utilized as members of the United States
Armed Forces. In their article, The workplace integration of veterans: applying diversity
and fit perspectives, Gonzalez and Simpson offer that knowledge, skills, and abilities
(KSAs) associated with military service, such as discipline, leadership, teamwork, and
ability to cope with stress as something that all veterans offer to the civilian workforce as
they transition (Gonzalez & Simpson, 2020). In addition to those capabilities just listed,
surveys targeted at post-9/11 veterans identified that their time in the military enhanced
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their work ethic, mental toughness, and ability to adapt (Zoli, Maury, & Fay, 2015). A
national 2016 Monster survey showed that 87% of employers asserted that the
(nontechnical) skills obtained through military service were relevant to civilian careers
(Monster.com, 2016). According to the Society of Human Resource Management
(SHRM, 2010) and corporate recruitment programs that target veterans, veterans bring
valuable leadership to firms (Groysberg, Hill, & Johnson, 2010). Due to the structure of
military units, service members are often tasked with supervising large teams at a very
early stage in their military career.
Veterans are accustomed to being in appointed leadership roles (managing large
groups of people in dynamic environments) from a very junior role in the military. These
experiences build a sense of responsibility and autonomy for the individual while the
military planning process ties all small-unit missions back to the larger unit objective.
This means that every unit in the military, actively with its members, is empowered to
develop their own planning and execution plan as it ties to the overall organizational
objective and desired endstate. Military leadership is widely praised as being the result of
some of the best leadership training and experience in the world. Within this
understanding of military leadership, one factor, in my view, may be the hierarchical
nature of military units that puts young men and women into leadership roles with
substantial authority at young ages. One interviewee referenced their time in the military,
“No matter where I was or what we were doing, I was thrust into a leadership position”
(Veteran Interviewee in mid-size Consulting firm). Further, the military training is
developed to empower even the lowest level leader to be able to make timely and
informed decisions that could ultimately result in life or death. A 2004 article identified
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that military leaders are role models that lead by example and are adept at leading by
utilizing authority and influence (Creech, 2004). Knowing that veterans are forced to
adapt and succeed in leadership roles from the start of their military careers should create
an understanding in civilian organizations those veteran employees are quickly capable of
running small or medium-sized teams. Where many nonveteran employees may take 5+
years into a career before they are given a team of 10 people to supervise, junior military
officers (JMOs) and enlisted non-commissioned officers (NCOs) have typically been in
charge of teams of 30-40 people by the time they are in their mid-twenties.
From a supervisory and management perspective alone, any veteran in an
organization has likely had significantly more experience leading and managing teams of
people than their peers of a similar age. One interviewee commented on her nontechnical
skills that related to her efficacy as a manager in the civilian workforce:
Resource and time management…As it relates to what the organization is trying
to accomplish both long term and short term, [resource and time management]
help drive prioritization [for what we do] because there's never enough time.
There are never enough resources to accomplish the things you're expected to
accomplish, so it's a matter of balancing those things appropriately to accomplish
as much as you can. (Veteran interviewee in mid-size consulting firm)
This implicit resource should be valuable consideration in evaluating applicants
for leadership positions or for the potential of incoming or current employees. But even
with significant leadership experience, there is an important cultural shift that happens
when veterans leave the military and join the civilian workforce, and one that is tied to
their identity as a veteran.
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Veteran Social Identity and Its Relationship to the Organization
An important sociological recognition to make in this literature review process is
understanding how veterans see themselves relative to their military experience and what
they bring to the civilian workforce. Due to the structure and purpose of the Armed
Forces, veterans often have a very strong identification with their military service. One
interviewee mentioned the following during our interview:
I think it's a downside what corporate organizations have [to deal with] in terms
of what the Marine Corps presents: It gives you the best job you'll probably ever
have at a young age and for better or worse you're going to compare everything in
your life to it. (Veteran Interviewee in Investment Banking in a Large Financial
Organization)

For many veterans, military service shapes their identity beginning with the
process of volunteering for military service, and then through boot camp or basic
training, which strips new service-members of their civilian identities and replaces those
with a military identity that strengthens over time (Gonzalez & Simpson, 2020, p. 6).
This socialization process is a complex and life-changing experience that carries over into
veterans’ post-military service lives (Arkin & Dobrofsky, 1978, p. 152) and often this
causes military service to become a core component of self (Daley, 2013). By selfidentifying as a veteran, they are self-selecting into an elite and often well-respected
subculture, but which is also a demographic minority in most organizational settings.
Veterans can struggle to maintain a self-identity after military service if there happens to
be a stigma associated with the image of veterans within the organization. There is a
challenging polarity to manage while being proud of an identity that can correspond to a

16

stigmatized image by out-group members in an organizational situation (Gonzalez &
Simpson, 2020, p. 6).
Veteran identity can provide a valuable tie to “military-friendly” organizations,
who seek to welcome the veteran subgroup, with perhaps a stronger link between
organizational culture and image of veterans with the vets’ self-identity. This will likely
have greater positive impact on the veteran’s engagement to the organization, with higher
performance as an expected outcome. Further, companies that seek to welcome veterans
are likely aware of different practices used to engage veterans more effectively.
Veteran Employee Engagement (Long-Term)
The preceding sections seem to suggest that veteran employees can bring
significant value to civilian organizations from the knowledge, skills, abilities, and values
they learned and used while in the military. Therefore, I went in search of research
supporting how successful these veteran employees were over the course of their careers.
I was surprised to find a limited amount of research that supported my hypothesis. It was
easy to find articles that cite anecdotal support for how a new CEO used his/her past
military experience to persevere in the face of adversity, or a selfless act by a veteran at
work went viral on social media linked back to a form of servant leadership embodied by
many military leaders. But I was focused on findings trends, specifically, what has
worked, over a period of time, for best practices with a large group of veterans in the
civilian workforce. And I found very little. Although I recognize that such multi-decade
research studies require participation, money, and commitment on the part of research
teams and participants, the academic channels I explored left me with more questions
than answers.
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A 2016 Article that I came across during my research confirmed some of my
concerns. The article, titled More research on veteran employment would show what’s
good for business and for veterans, highlights key findings to include “The landscape for
veteran employment is evolving, but data on these trends are limited” and “There is also a
shortage of research connecting Veterans’ participation in specific programs and their
career outcomes, limiting the ability to identify and potentially expand or replicate
successful efforts” (Batka & Hall, 2016). This gap in literature accompanied by the
intrinsic motivations that I highlighted in my introduction formed the basis for my
capstone approach. Before I transition into the execution of my research, I think it is
important to highlight some of the less positive perspectives that are available on the
veteran population. Although there is significant support for military veteran KSAs,
military service can produce negative (and lasting) impact on veteran employees and their
employers.
What I did encounter through my research, which I found disheartening (although
still very relevant), were many articles that painted the long-term challenges that veterans
face during the transition to civilian life and within employment in the civilian sector.
Highlighting trends like mental health issues, anger, violence, and disconnectedness
(Walker, 2010), many articles looked at the negative consequences of military service,
and specifically combat experiences. Although these are undoubtedly important
considerations in the personal and professional personas that veterans bring with them for
the rest of their lives, my goal through this capstone was to approach this through the
lenses of positive psychology and appreciative inquiry.
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Positive Psychology and Appreciative Inquiry
Positive psychology is a discipline of psychology with roots in humanistic
psychology that trace back to William James in the late 19th century. The term positive
psychology was highlighted by Abraham Maslow in the 1950’s and further developed in
the late 20th century by psychologists such as Martin Seligman and Mihaly
Csikszentmihalyi (Froh, 2004). Positive psychology focuses on how human beings
prosper in the face of adversity (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). As Jeffrey Froh
states, “Its goals are to identify and enhance the human strengths and virtues that make
life worth living and allow individuals and communities to thrive” (Froh, 2004, p. 18). It
is through this lens that I approached this project. I acknowledge that veterans face
mental and physical challenges brought on by their military service, but arguably more
powerful, are the channels of significant growth and development that military service
can cultivate and build in people. Since I work with many veterans and still have
communication access to many veteran connections through different networks (of
varying civilian career levels), I decided, with a positive psychology valence, to embark
on an appreciative inquiry research journey that would enable me to understand firsthand, what the civilian workforce experiences of these diverse veterans had been, and
gather some real-world insight into what has been successful and engaging in their
professional work experience, specific to what makes them unique as veteran employees.
An Appreciative Inquiry (AI) “is a theory and practice of inquiry-and-change that
shifts the perspective of organization development (OD) methods by suggesting that the
very act of asking generative questions has profound impact in organizational systems”
(Stavros, Godwin, & Cooperrider, 2016, abstract). Simplified to how I understand it, it is
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an approach to gather information through the lens of positive experience. In chapter six
of their book, titled Appreciative Inquiry: Organization Development and the Strengths
Revolution, Stavros, Godwin & Cooperrider discuss how this approach can be tied to
positive outcomes:
At its heart, AI is about the search for the best in people, their organizations, and
the strengths-filled, opportunity-rich world around them. AI is not so much a shift
in the methods and models of organizational change, but AI is a fundamental shift
in the overall perspective taken throughout the entire change process to ‘see’ the
wholeness of the human system and to “inquire” into that system’s strengths,
possibilities, and successes. (p. 97)
Through conducting AI as a part of my research approach, my goal was to
uncover, through the veteran employees’ perspectives, methods of optimized engagement
and connection with their employers and managers.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Qualitative Approach
The qualitative method that I selected for this approach is a phenomenological
research study. Phenomenological methods seek to gather data that rely on the
individual’s own perspective to provide insight into their experience and motivation
(Sauro, 2015). The intent of phenomenological research is to conduct a wide range of
discussions or observations (interviews in my case; usually 5-25) to “build a sufficient
dataset to look for emerging themes and to use other participants to validate your
findings” (Sauro, 2015). The goal is not to find projectable numbers at this stage, as in
quantitative, but to identify factors or relations that might then be further quantifiably
researched. Phenomenological research focuses on the commonality of a lived experience
within a particular group (Cresswell, 2013). In his note, An introduction to
phenomenological research, Stan Lester writes:
Phenomenological methods are particularly effective at bringing to the fore the
experiences and perceptions of individuals from their own perspectives, and
therefore at challenging structural or normative assumptions. Adding an
interpretive dimension to phenomenological research, enabling it to be used as the
basis for practical theory, allows it to inform, support or challenge policy and
action. (p. 1)
And challenge the policies and actions of organizations (as they relate to their veteran
employees) is exactly what I hope to do. Veterans have a shared experience that
differentiates them from the rest of society. This shared experience of serving in the
military is unique (and different from that of the civilian workforce) in many ways: the

21

organizational mission, the “onboarding” process, the deployments, the hardship, the
challenge, the trauma, the camaraderie, the leadership. Each military branch, down to the
specific military occupational specialty of each member, that makes up each unit of each
branch, has a unique experience. The commonality is that every member of the military
has a duty to support the objectives of their organization, and on a macro scale, the
constitution of the United States of America. Some service members serve for 20+ years
and retire with a government pension, and some only enlist for the minimal contract of
several years. Regardless how long the contract duration, many end up in the civilian
workforce after their military service. As such, they all have their own stories and
experiences. Regardless of age, duration of service or industry, their engagement with
their civilian employer is a critical component of their professional fulfillment and
predictor of success. For some veterans, they may transition to the post-military chapter
of their lives quickly and successfully, and for others, it can take their entire careers, but
my research approach, however, centers on the under-examined and positive engagement
of veteran employees’ post-hire.
As discussed earlier, the research landscape has become rich with articles and
business cases that support the hiring of veterans and an abundance of military-to-civilian
workforce transition “tips” and resources. Although this is unquestionably progress, these
books, articles and journals are hyper-focused on the small window of time from military
separation to civilian labor force hiring and onboarding. Far more challenging is the
effective implementation of veteran human capital for the years and decades post-hire.
Far more telling of a successful transition is an active approach taken to listen to veteran
stories about how their civilian careers have been impacted by civilian managers and
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organizational systems, and how that correlate to contribution with managers, companies,
and the workforce at-large.
Therefore, I focused my inquiry on the post-hire life of veteran employees. My
approach was to understand what happens after the organization has “checked the box”,
hired, and onboarded a veteran. I wanted to learn more about how the organization treats
the veteran employee once the “military-friendly” awards, tax incentives tied to hiring
veterans, and the minority hiring requirements change to a “completed” status. I wanted
to know if veterans are given a metaphorical high-five and then told “go do the job we
hired you to do” or if employers are taking the time to learn what makes veterans unique
and uncover some of the nontechnical skillsets that can support the technical side of
business that employees are often hired to support. Since this capstone approach is
focused on characterizing or identifying the panoply of the nontechnical skills that I am
proposing veterans bring to the civilian workforce, I needed my primary research to be
with veterans who have been and are currently employed in the civilian labor force.
I conducted 27 qualitative interviews with military veterans who have fully
“transitioned” and are now working full-time in the civilian workforce. Each interview
consisted of four questions (see appendix A) and lasted approximately 30 minutes. The
military branches that the interviewees represented were the United States Army (16),
The United States Marine Corps (5), The United States Navy (2), and the United States
Air Force (4). Of the veteran population interviewed, (15) of the participants were prior
commissioned officers and (12) were enlisted noncommissioned officers.
The veteran interviews consisted of four questions. The first question asked the
veterans to highlight the nontechnical skills that they learned and used in the military that
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are now, in their experience, highly effective in the civilian labor force. The second
question asked them to highlight any managerial or organizational methods they have
experienced where these nontechnical skills were able to be leveraged. The third question
centered around systems, processes, or events that organizations offered to veteran
employees that were helpful in the veteran’s engagement with the organization or their
role. The final question asked them to describe what motivates them most to succeed in
organizational life.
An important note is that each question is posed through an appreciative lens. My
goal was not to highlight ineffective organizational or managerial practices or dwell on
the negative experiences of the veterans. Rather, I wanted the veteran interviewees to
strictly focus on positive and engaging practices that were relevant to the research.
Once the responses were gathered, I followed a five-step process for Theme
Deduction through Manual Coding: Transcriptions, Organizing the Data, Coding,
Deducing the Categories, and Identifying Common Themes and Making Interpretations.
These steps, used by SAGE Research Methods, are an adaptation from Richard Hycner’s
1985, Some guidelines for the phenomenological analysis of interview data, Thomas
Groenewald’s 2004, A Phenomenological Research Design Illustrated, and the approach
I felt most complemented the dataset that I was interviewing for.
With verbal permission from over 95% of the participants, I recorded each interview
as it was conducted. When the interviews were completed, I re-watched each of them to
extract and note certain responses from the questions (see response datasets in
Appendices B-E) that were relevant to the question being asked. Once I had compiled the
specific responses to each question in an excel spreadsheet (where I eliminated the
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interviewee name), I reviewed the aggregate responses to each question, marking similar
responses with a color code. When all of responses had been color-coded, I assigned a
representative theme name to each color. Once themes had been identified within each
question, I mapped those themes to cross-question (and corresponding) organizational
drivers. The intent of the organizational driver-mapping is to provide future application
for this research, and to allow for organizations to measure and evaluate employee
engagement against each driver. This organization of findings gives companies the ability
to build a customized approach to increase veteran employee engagement within and
individual organizational driver, or across several, in the future.
Determining the Interview Questions
The process by which I determined my qualitative interview question selection was
based on the type of data that I was trying to uncover. Specifically, I wanted to know
(from the veteran’s perspective) what nontechnical military skills they have seen or
experienced that were effective in a civilian organization over the course of their careers.
This ties into the post-hire focus of the capstone wherein the only way for veterans to
accurately relay what nontechnical skills they have seen function, they must have
application experience during their civilian work experience; the interview data is
experiential, not hypothetical or numerical. With the same consideration of real-world
experience and practical application, the second question focuses on the managerial or
organizational actions that have specifically targeted the ability to leverage the
nontechnical skills that the veterans highlight. Therefore, the veterans could only provide
a response if they had a positive experience associated with a manager decision that
enabled them to leverage their nontechnical skills. The third question focused more on
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the organization as an entity, and whether the organization has offered any systems,
processes, or events (to veteran employees) that the individual has found particularly
effective within the execution of their role. This question was designed to be fairly open
with the understanding that the size of the organization could impact the responses; larger
companies may have more formal practices in place to support a larger minority
employee demographic. The final question asks the veteran to highlight what drives them
to succeed in organizational life. Although I knew the responses would be diverse, I was
interested to see if themes emerged from the interviewees that suggest that veterans are
motivated or driven by similar aspirations that could be correlated to their military
service.
Interview Questions (for veterans):
1) What are some nontechnical skills that you learned and used in the military that
transferred well into the civilian workplace?
2) Please explain any past organizational or managerial actions that enabled you to
offer these nontechnical skills in your role or organization. How so?
3) Have your past companies provided any (formal or informal) systems, processes,
or events to veteran employees that you found helpful or engaging?
a. How does that make you feel/behave/respond in your work?
4) What drives you most to succeed in organizational life?
Figure 1. Data Mapping Sequence

Interview
Responses

•Receive interview
responses in their own
language (see excel
datasets)
Thematic
Analysis

•"Bucket" the interview
responses into similar themes
(shown in pie charts)
Organizational
Drivers

•Link the themes to recurring
organizational drivers (that can
be measured/improved)
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The Four Organizational Engagement Drivers
Through my personal experience as a transitioning military veteran, and now with
almost 10 years of organizational experience in three different industries, I created a
hypothesis that veteran employees (in civilian organizations) are driven by three
constructs that managers and organizations provide their employees: CHALLENGE
associated with their job, MOTIVATION to do the job, and connectedness to the
COMMUNITY cultivated by their organization. I have named these constructs
“Organizational Drivers”. The concept of a “driver” is an element of the employee’s
work life that can be impacted by an organization or manager’s effort and engagement.
The process of driving anywhere (or toward anything) implies that there is a direction in
which you are headed, and to get to the destination of choice, there are different routes
that can be taken or speeds at which to move. Veterans, like the rest of humanity, may be
driven by different things in their personal and professional life, but my hypothesis is that
they are more likely to share professional drivers that are consistent with their decision to
join the military. I was curious to see if the drivers that motivated me to succeed in the
civilian workforce were shared by other veteran employees in different industries.
Although the responses and themes that arose from the interviews were purely organic, it
was always my intent to see if the themes presented could map to these three drivers.
While discussing my research goals and hypothesis with colleagues and academic
mentors, I was encouraged to add a fourth driver to my list. Through extensive
discussions with other veterans, it became apparent that internal COMMUNICATION
(between veteran employees and both their managers and the organization) was an
additional organizational driver that needed to be included in the research analysis.
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Context for the Four Drivers (and why they are relevant)
As I had now outlined the process of organizing the data points into themes that
could be documented for optimized clarity, it was an important next step to see if I could
map the themes to the designated “organizational drivers” for the purpose of
organizational action. I wanted these drivers to be engagement criteria that could be
measured and affected by an organization or managers within. These drivers are not
arbitrary selections. To comprehend why I selected these drivers for the themes
represented below, it is vital to understand how these organizational drivers are
approached and cultivated in military service, and how they are relevant in today’s
organizational landscape.
CHALLENGE: The word “challenge” surely takes on different meanings to
different people in different contexts. The OED defines something “challenging” as
“testing one’s abilities; demanding” (Oxford English Dictionary, n.d.). In reference to
military training, the challenging environments presented throughout any duration in
service are typically a balance among mental, physical, and emotional challenges. Prior
to acceptance to Boot Camp or Officer Candidate’s School (OCS), everyone must
undergo (and pass) preliminary physical and intellectual screenings to qualify. Though it
depends on whom you ask, the physical assessment screenings are universally
challenging. Unless the individual was a standout high school athlete or played an
intercollegiate sport, there are often months of training and preparation required to pass
these exams with high enough scores to qualify for bootcamp or OCS. Once accepted to
bootcamp or OCS, arguably the most physically challenging phase of military service for
many is the training pipeline, simply for the fact that they are trying to weed out the

28

“weaker” candidates and test everyone’s mental and physical fortitude in stressful
environments.
One of the most important characteristics of mental, physical, or emotional
challenges that military life demands is that in a social system or unit, every individual
challenge (success or failure) is explicitly and truly linked back to the team or unit’s
effectiveness. If you “fail this event, someone on your team dies”. If you “fall asleep in
class, it could be falling asleep on post and your position is overrun and people are
killed”. Conversely, if you succeed in effective execution of your job responsibilities, the
larger team or unit is put in a greater position to succeed, or if you show heroism on the
battlefield, you save the lives of your brother or sister. Often, however, the path to
successfully endure such challenges is not laid out before you.
One of the most important components of the challenges that you face as a
military member is the realization that many of these challenges you endure, you have
never seen before as a civilian. Because of the unique organizational purpose of military
units, there is an equally unique set of skills required to be able to perform in the military
environment. Therefore, the challenges you endure as a unit are often novel to every
person. When a new challenge is undertaken and successfully completed, there is an
amazing sense of individual and collective accomplishment and confidence that is earned
as a result. The adage that boot camp “breaks you down and then builds you back up” is a
product of this novel challenge array. Although in truth, military doesn’t change your
DNA and or who you are as a person, it changes the perspectives and tools you use to
approach and tackle new challenges. Many times, the physical demands that are expected
in military training are far beyond either what is physically possible or reasonable for one
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person to undertake. Few people engage in physical requirements on civilian life to the
degree and difficulty that are asked of you as a military member. For the challenges that
are designed to be “impossible”, these are meant to strengthen mental and physical
fortitude. These are designed to accustom you to approach a challenge, when in your
mind it seems impossible, but thereby proves to yourself or tests your ability to grow
your physical and mental capacity to new lengths. If you would ask any veteran, I think
there would be a 100% response rate that they persevered far greater during their physical
and mental challenges in the military than they believed they were capable of. So, in a
way, these challenges have an inherent sense of growth and development in them. And
with demonstrated “impossible” growth and development, come confidence and pride.
One of the interesting components of the challenges presented in military life
(both training and operation), is that there is a “process” safety net that is created to
enable you to succeed. Many people look at how disciplined military members are but
fail to see the safety nets (both process and application) that are in place to provide this
discipline. For example, if the platoon is meeting for physical training at 0600, then your
squad must be ready at 0545, your fireteam at 0530 and your “battle buddy” will make
sure that you are up at 0515 if you sleep through your alarm at 0500. The challenge and
discipline components are intertwined. You are held accountable by a laundry list of
people and unit leaders throughout the execution of your daily responsibilities.
Ultimately, if you fail, you put yourself in a position that can impact the effectiveness of
the team, so military units and team members don’t let you find yourself in a position
where you can let the team down.
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In a 2015 article titled Challenge Demands, Hindrance Demands, and
Psychological Need Satisfaction, Simon Albrecht posits that
…employees will more willingly invest themselves in responding to demands
they appraise as ‘challenging’ because they feel more confident they can
successfully meet such demands and feel that their effort expenditure will more
likely result in recognition, reward, and future gain. (p. 71)
Challenges in the civilian workforce are plentiful and in continuous supply. In
fact, some veterans might say that they are far more challenged in civilian life than they
were in the military (due to the removal of the safety net discussed above). Whether it is
the premise that challenges in the civilian workforce do not always tie to the larger
team’s effectiveness, or if the challenges in the civilian world are not as novel and
confidence-building as the ones presented in the military, veterans can view the concept
of challenge through a more potent lens, one that is important to recognize even in a
civilian organization, they are used to tackling the impossible. As a result of targeting and
successfully completing challenges that are presented in the military, veterans often find
ways to motivate one another to accomplish these, individually or collectively.
MOTIVATION: There is a phrase that some Marines would use when referring to
a leader (in the Marines) whom they respected: “I would follow him/her to hell and
back”. Does Hell sound like a fun (or safe) place to go to? What would a mission to hell
look like?
The intent behind the phrase is that the follower is implying they trust that leader
whole-heartedly and with their lives. I have seldom met leaders, albeit capable ones, in
the civilian workforce, with whom I would trust my life. Now, trust, respect, and
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motivation are all different things, but for the purpose of this theme being explored, I will
explain their relationship their relationship in a military setting.
The military is famous for its centralized command and control. When military
units assign missions, they come from the highest levels of command and then are taskorganized down to the smallest unit of operation – the four-man fireteam (in the
Marines). This means that an Infantry Battalion (approximately 1200 Marines) will give
be given an order then will break down that order into Companies, Platoons, Squads, and
then finally, Fireteams. This totals five levels of command and 300 individual and
specific orders that are given (and by the way, happened to be lawful orders that if
refused, can result in punitive repercussions). What that means for the fireteam members
is that they do not have much say in what mission they are assigned, but all of the
creative liberty in how they carry out that mission. Simon Albrecht writes that “Job
resources, such as autonomy task variety, feedback, training and development,
participation in decision-making, and supervisor support, are all fundamental to the
motivation process” (Albrecht, 2015, pp. 70-71). Enter the concept of motivation in the
military that transfers directly into the civilian workforce.
Effective leaders in the military inspire a type of motivation that make their team
members want to do anything for them, especially in light of an undesirable mission – or
figuratively, “follow them to hell and back”. Effective leaders in the military, at all levels
of command, find ways to understand their team members, and understand what is
required to motivate them to carry out the mission, no matter how critical, benign, safe,
or dangerous it might be. This trust and confidence (that I argue feeds into the
motivation) is not built overnight. Some leaders might have years leading certain team
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members and some relationships may be a few weeks old. To effectively motivate your
team members, you need to instill trust and confidence in your abilities as a leader, have a
vested interest in the success of your individual team’s mission, no matter how small, and
care about their safety and well-being.
So, the concept of motivation in the civilian workplace may look vibrantly
different than it did for many veterans during their time in service. How many employees
would say they would follow their bosses to hell and back? Probably not many.
COMMUNITY:
A workplace sense of community is determined by the unique characteristics of
the job such as status, skill, and autonomy; employee status and tenure at the job;
leadership style; work unit size, demographics, and cohesion; organizational
issues such as unionization, industry and stability of employment; and extraorganizational issues such as culture” (Arnold, Arnold, Neher, & Miles, 2020, p.
17).
Veterans share a cultural and communal identity that is tempered by challenge
and occasionally, trauma. After all, their organizational mission is one of armed conflict
and domestic defense. The training that veterans undergo in order to be selected into their
military branch is grueling and demanding. Veterans sometimes have a naturally wary
opinion of those who do not share the same badge of honor. This can sometimes create a
divide between veteran and nonveteran employees, although more frequently, it creates a
shared bond between veterans that is cultivated by a natural sense of service and trust.
According to McMillan and Chavis, “A sense of belonging and identification involves
the feeling of being accepted by the group, willingness to make sacrifices for the group,
and the feeling that one has a place within the group” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 10).
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Esprit-de-Corps is a term that was frequently heard during my time in the
Marines. It refers to the level of pride, loyalty, fellowship, and engagement that you have
as a part of your organization. I found this feeling of engagement or belonging to be a
combination of challenge and pride. These sentiments seem consistent the 2019 article
titled Belonging at work: the experiences, representations, and meanings of belonging:
Belonging to the workplace, and belonging at work, is linked to the possibility of
sharing practices in community, creating meanings, participating in common
goals, learning through participation, grasping new shapes of identity through
relationships with others and changing personal investments, representations, and
growth (Filstad, Traavik, & Gorli, 2019. p. 116).
Through onboarding and operation in the military, veterans are expected to learn
and perform activities and exercises that they know nothing about, nor have ever
endured. One of the underlying attributes of teamwork during bootcamp is the fact that
you are not alone in experiencing challenging events for the first time; you are among
fellow (and often scared) novices who undertake this voluntary mission for a variety of
reasons. The individual motivation aside, when the veterans complete a challenge,
exercise, or mission as a team, they have created a memory that strengthens a relationship
through shared hardship.
A variable that compounds these shared, challenging experiences, is the
expectation of looking after one another, and keeping each other safe. “No man left
behind” is a slogan than military units preach and practice, implying that they will never
leave a fellow servicemember on the battlefield – dead or alive. From the beginning of
training, a common message that is communicated is that you are responsible for the lives
of your brothers and sisters to the left and right of you. This is single-handedly one of
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life’s most beautiful and terrifying responsibilities. This fantastic responsibility carries an
immense amount of expectation and burden. When you feel the power of being
accountable for the preservation of human lives, there is an inherent sense of purpose and
connection you share with one another. And that connection is something that veterans
will carry with them into the civilian workforce.
When veterans depart the military and resume life in the civilian world, it has
been my experience that many compare the esprit-de-corps they feel with an organization
against what they have known in their military service. On one hand, it is a normal
process of compare/contrast old experiences to new. On the other, veterans in the civilian
workforce have a different definition of what “community” means to them than many of
their colleagues. When a veteran is a part of a new organization, think about the implicit
metrics they use to evaluate their new organizational community: they are no longer
responsible for the lives of their co-workers; they have no shared hardships that they have
been forced to overcome with their colleagues; they have unlikely been in any lifethreatening scenarios with their team members. I have engaged in extensive discussion
with veteran peers and service-members over the years, and although the civilian labor
force has a different sense of community, they are often able to quickly adjust the
expectations of what their new and different community is like in a civilian organization.
McMillan and Chavis present four dimensions that create a sense of community:
(1) a feeling by community members of belonging to the community (membership); (2) a
member’s perceived ability to influence and be influenced by the community (influence);
(3) the perception that the community meets the member’s needs (needs); and (4) a sense
of an emotional connection with the community as a group (emotional connection)
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(McMillan & Chavis, 1986; Arnold et al., 2020). By nature of the purpose and operation
of military organization, veterans have a different definition of community. It is a deeper
and more delicate network of relationships that is also cemented in shared hardship and
sometimes trauma. Therefore, an organization’s approach to building community can, in
no way re-create the type of community that the military has created for many veterans.
However, if they can understand the psychological needs that are void of connection
because of the difference in organizational community, perhaps they can create a more
targeted (and educational) approach to fill those voids.
COMMUNICATION: As anyone can naturally assume, communication as both a
language and non-verbal medium, plays an incredibly important role in a military unit’s
effectiveness. We have all seen the movies where a battlefield commander gives the
“charge” signal and their unit rises from the trenches to attack the enemy, the radio
command is given for a pilot to drop a bomb over an enemy stronghold, the air support is
called to recover injured soldiers, or the battlefield terrain model is constructed where
military leaders are all gathered around to discuss their strategy. Explicit and implicit
communication and planning allow for large groups of people and resources to mobilize
in the most efficient ways possible. Without effective communication, military units
would be rendered ineffective.
Like the example provided in the Motivation driver above, every unit (from the
largest to the smallest) has their own mission statement, and the process through which
“orders” are briefed is a cascading communication plan from the top down. There are
constant backbriefs before training and missions are carried out, where communications
plans and pre-combat checks/inspections (PCCs/PCIs) take place before operations.

36

After-Action Reports (AARs), a method of post-mission feedback, are completed when
training and operations are finished. The military does an incredible job of assessing the
team’s readiness and redundant communications plan in the preparation, execution, and
reflective phases. Military history is a critical communication method for learning about
changing battlefield dynamics throughout time. It undergoes continuous adaptation that
impacts the methods in which modern military units communicate and operate.
Military units typically operate with a standardized communication methodology.
The manners, plans, and expectations are typically understood across teams and
organizations. This allows for individuals who may transition from one team or unit to
another to quickly understand the communication expected in a brand-new unit. In
civilian concepts, this decreases the “learning curve” as you assimilate into a new team or
unit. Further, this standardization enables all members of the team to aspire to effective
standards that are set forth by the organization. There are communications tests and
assessments (done in training and operation) that ensure that the type of language,
quality, and channels of communication are effectively tied to the organization and unit’s
ability to accomplish their mission. There are two mission-critical channels of
communication for service members: the communication with their team and immediate
commander, and the communication channel with their military branch.
As Ruck & Welch offer (speaking about civilian organizations), “All employees
have two seemingly preeminent relationships at work; one with the immediate supervisor,
and one with the organization” (Ruck & Welch, 2012, p. 295). Even though
communication methods are standardized, as human beings, we all have different natural
ways of sending and receiving information. When you are a component of a team that
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will be operating together for at least two years, understanding how effectively each
person receives and sends information is an essential part of team cohesion and
effectiveness. In my experience, we had performance reviews every month, and
evaluations every two weeks. This gave unit’s the opportunity to quickly highlight
strengths and weaknesses of their individual members and ensure that everyone was
working on their individual areas of improvement for enhanced collective communication
performance. Unlike the civilian labor force, where the responsibility (and frequency) to
give and receive feedback can be decided and forth by the manager, the standardized
expectation in military units is to frequently (every month) advise the service-members
what they were doing well and what they could be doing to improve. This can be viewed
in a similar “safety net” context, where instead of ambiguity, each service members
knows (in real-time) what is needed for them to improve. There is a comfort associated
with knowledge – even if the knowledge is that you are doing something incorrectly. The
ambiguity present within your performance is far more inconsistent in the civilian
workforce, and undoubtedly a change from what veteran employees are accustomed to. In
a 2001 article on communication efforts for symbiotic interests, Grunig argued that
effective employee communications could ultimately produce quality employee
relationships and support employee behaviors toward the organization (Grunig, 2001) by
its emphasis on trust, credibility, openness, reciprocity, network symmetry, horizontal
communication, feedback, and negotiation (Grunig, 1992). As veteran employees, likely
no civilian organization you enter will emulate the type and structured communication
that you experienced in the military. That does not change the importance of learning and
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utilizing effective methods of communication through which work is completed and
performance reviews are conducted.
One additional communication consideration that is perhaps unique to the military
comes in the form of performance reviews. Unlike civilian organizations, where
employees are typically hired and fired at-will, military contracts are typically structured
for a 4-year minimum. This means that veterans are “stuck” their unit for (sometimes)
several years at a time. And what that means, is that you need to figure out how to
communicate with one another and understand how to work together. Although it may
differ slightly based on the branch and unit, military leaders are tasked to deliver monthly
performance reviews to their subordinate unit leaders and service members. Since firing
one of your Soldiers or Marines is not an option, these performance reviews are critical
conversation about growth and development, especially if the service-members is
struggling in a certain performance area.
Not only does this channel of communication become an essential tool in
developing, motivating, and engaging the subordinate service-member, it creates
imminent danger if the conversation is disingenuous or transactional. In this example,
effective military communication is tied to performance reviews, which is tied to
individual performance and competence, which is tied to the collective success of the
unit, which is tied to keeping people alive.
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Summary of Four Organizational Engagement Drivers
The CHALLENGE driver is critical to engage because service members learned
how to tackle “impossible” mental, physical, and emotional challenges in the military.
This gives them a predisposition to be drawn to challenging work. MOTIVATION is a
method through which service-members were able to tackle challenging and hazardous
tasks and objectives, even if they were not intrinsically driven to do them. The driver of
COMMUNITY is paramount to incorporate because the military community provides
support and connection for both the veterans and their families. The nature of work in the
military requires a strong community network to reciprocate the level of commitment that
the service-member gives to the organization. Effective COMMUNICATION is an
essential driver for service-members because their lives and ability to do their jobs
accurately in the military hinged on it.
I have developed these four drivers to serve as a structure through which to
understand the organizational pillars of military service. These drivers (during military
service) connect purpose, direction, leadership, and alignment, and are incredibly relevant
for civilian organizations to understand. The future sections of this paper will show how
the nontechnical veteran skills map to specific themes and show how these themes can be
understood (and affected) through the lens of what these drivers represent.
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CHAPTER 4
DATA FINDINGS AND INTEPRETATION
Data Collection and Thematic Analysis
The process through which I imported and analyzed my data was by recording
each of my interviews (with the interviewee’s consent). From reviewing interview
recordings and hand-written notes, I extracted the response data into an excel spreadsheet
and separated the responses from participant to arrange by question. I, then, evaluated the
consistency of the responses and highlighted similar responses by utilizing a color to
represent a consistent theme. Finally, I assigned a name to each theme (that I felt
captured the data responses accurately) and from there, was able to quantify the response
themes. Some interview responses may have multiple themes which are represented in
the data spreadsheet. (Refer to Appendix B for data tables).
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Question 1 Data: [What are some nontechnical skills that you learned and used in the
military that transferred well into the civilian workplace?]
Chart 1.1. Interviewee Responses - Veteran Nontechnical Skills

Themes
•
•
•
•
•

Collaboration & Creativity
Adaptability & Resilience
Servant Leadership
Effectiveness under pressure
Visibility into diverse work teams

Of the 27 veteran interviews conducted, I gathered a list of 109 nontechnical skills
that veterans report providing to the civilian workforce after their time in the military.
Since each interviewee used slightly different language, I organized like responses into
five themes that account for ~94% of the responses to Question 1 (see appendix B for full
response dataset). “CASE-V” is the acronym that I have constructed to support the
synthesis of themes represented. See Appendix B for the full list of interview responses
to Question 1.
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Question 2 Data: [Please explain any past organizational or managerial actions that
enabled you to offer these nontechnical skills in your role or organization? How so?]
Chart 1.2. Interviewee Responses - Effective Managerial Actions

Themes
•
•
•

Autonomy (to succeed or fail and learn quickly)
Feedback/Performance Communication
“Sink or Swim” Scenarios

Of the 27 interviews conducted, I compiled a list of 47 managerial or organizational
actions that helped bring out veteran nontechnical skills in the workplace. Most notably,
64% of the responses were directly tied to the veterans’ being provided autonomy to
problem-solve or exercise “creative liberties” in constructing and executing a course of
action required to complete an organizational or team objective. An additional theme that
emerged suggested that an effective practice which enabled veteran employees to offer
their nontechnical skills were communication practices that involved frequent and
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recurring performance reviews and feedback. See Appendix C for the full list of
interview responses to Question 2.
Question 3 Data: [Have your past companies provided anything (formal or informal;
systems/processes/events) to veteran employees that you found helpful or engaging? How
does that make you feel/behave/respond in your work?]
Chart 1.3. Interviewee Responses - Effective Organizational Systems, Processes or
Events

Themes
•
•
•
•
•

Mentorship Programs
Special Vet Events
Information Flow (Communication, Chain of Command, Task/Purpose/Intent)
Resource Groups (e.g., ERGs)
Networking

Of the 27 interviews conducted, I compiled a list of 42 example of systems,
processes, or events by their civilian employers that the veterans found engaging.
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Intraorganizational veteran mentor/mentee relationships were highlighted as effective, as
were specific veteran-related events, the flow of information pushed in a way that is
helpful to veteran employees, Networking assistance, and formal or informal Resource
Groups for Veteran Employees. See Appendix D for the full set of interview responses to
Question 3.
Question 4 Data: [What drives you most to succeed in organizational life?]
Chart 1.4. Interviewee Responses - What Drives Veterans to Succeed

Themes
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adding/Contributing Value
Fear of letting Team Members down
Recognition
Self-worth
Mission
People
Money
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•

Challenge

Of the 27 interviews conducted, I compiled a list of 76 motives that push veterans to
succeed in organizational life. Although what motivates people to succeed in
organizational life is truly subjective, I found two very interesting themes that emerged.
Veterans want to feel and know that they are adding Value to their teams and
organizations (34%) and some are motivated to succeed by the Fear of letting fellow
team members down. This identifying theme is likely tied to the theme of People around
them and being driven to succeed to support their teammates (which together, represent
an additional 23% of the responses). See Appendix E for the full set of interview
responses to Question 4.
Interpretation of the Data
For this interpretation section, I introduce a third tier of code mapping. This final
mapping stage ties the response themes across all four questions to four overarching
organizational drivers: CHALLENGE, MOTIVATION, COMMUNITY, and
COMMUNICATION. As discussed in the Methodology section, I am proposing that these
drivers can support the organizational engagement objectives represented by the themes.
The intent of the analysis below (which will be explained in greater detail in Conclusions
and Recommendation) is to tie measurable employee engagement drivers to the themes
that veteran employees need for their human capital to be leveraged optimally in the
civilian workforce.
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Figure 1. Data Mapping Sequence (re-shown)
Interview
Responses

•Receive interview
responses in their own
language (see excel
datasets)
Thematic
Analysis

•"Bucket" the interview
responses into similar themes
(shown in pie charts)
Organizational
Drivers

•Link the themes to recurring
organizational drivers (that can
be measured/improved)

Question 1 Data Interpretation & Analysis: [What are some nontechnical skills that you
learned and used in the military that transferred well into the civilian workplace?]
Figure 2. Veteran Nontechnical Skills (Mapped to Drivers)

Veteran Nontechnical Skills
CHALLENGE
› Adaptability & Resilience
› Effectiveness Under Pressure

COMMUNITY
› Collaboration & Creativity
› Servant Leadership
› Visibility into Diverse Work
Teams

MOTIVATION
› Adaptability & Resilience
› Effectiveness Under Pressure

COMMUNICATION
› Effectiveness Under Pressure
› Visibility into Diverse Work
Teams

There were over 100 individual responses to nontechnical skills that veteran
employees reported offering their civilian employers. This, alone, is an important statistic
to recognize. These veterans (who have significant experience in the civilian labor force
post-military) were able to reflect on their time in the military and now time in the
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civilian workforce and declare (with confidence) they are aware of (and many have
practiced) nontechnical skills that learned during military training and operation. As we
look at the themes that I have presented, I have placed Collaboration & Creativity,
Servant Leadership, and Visibility into Diverse Work Teams under the driver of
COMMUNITY since the collective mentality of military teams encourages veteran
employees to take leadership roles within their work teams, help one another achieve
goals, and encourage each other to bring the best of their abilities to the team objectives.
Visibility into diverse work teams also highlights the veteran’s ability to engage and
communicate with demographically diverse groups of people (as is present in the
military) for the purpose of developing cohesion to complete the mission. Further, I
would argue that Adaptability & Resilience as well as Effectiveness under pressure tie to
the drivers of CHALLENGE and MOTIVATION as veteran employees were trained in
adverse circumstances to always find a way to accomplish the mission no matter what
circumstances their units found themselves in.
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Question 2 Data Interpretation & Analysis: [Please explain any past organizational or
managerial actions that enabled you to offer these nontechnical skills in your role or
organization? How so?]
Figure 3. Effective Managerial Actions (Mapped to Drivers)

There is an important parallel to discuss which ties the theme of Autonomy to the
interviewee population. A significant majority (55%) of the interview population served
in the armed forces as Junior Military Officers (JMOs). For JMO training, the
responsibility of creative problem-solving is quickly prioritized. You are given an
objective and a desired endstate and then often left to your own devices to plan and
execute how those are met. As expressed by one respondent:
Then I'm able to look at the operating environment and say ‘what are my
resources what people do I have available…what are my operating constraints’
and then met all those things together. The more the more creative liberties, I have
and the less I micromanaged, the more I'm able to lean into those skill sets that
thought military gave me. (Veteran interviewee in mid-size consulting firm)
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All JMOs and small team units simply have too many logistical considerations to
coordinate (between manpower and resources) to be micromanaged. This approach
incentivizes JMOs to exercise initiative and learn quickly in order to succeed. In
unpolished veteran language, one interviewee stated, “I want them to give me enough
rope so I can hang myself or make it to the top of the mountain”. The implied idea behind
this was that he/she was planning to find their own way up the mountain. Autonomy
should be placed into the CHALLENGE and MOTIVATION drivers in the context that
coming up with your own methods to accomplishing a task or work objective can
overcome ambiguity and build confidence. This often generates a sense of purpose and
accomplishment that feed future success.
“Sink or Swim” Scenarios were often used by managers to conduct an immediate
assessment of the veteran employee’s competence and comfortability in unfamiliar work
scenarios. These types of scenarios support the nontechnical skills provided above by the
theme of Adaptability & Resilience. While I would initially categorize this approach
under a CHALLENGE driver, since the veteran might see this as a new and difficult task,
if the veteran succeeds during these scenarios and communicates that this can be an
effective method of engagement, this approach can quickly transition into a method of
MOTIVATION for managers to build confidence in their veteran employees. An example
of a Sink or Swim Scenario was given to this veteran is their organization:
Essentially people would have been given like 30 to 60 minutes - and they were
given a book summary and they'd have to come up with. (At the end of the time,
they would have to give) Like a 10-minute presentation and present in front of the
group, and then get feedback. I think one when you have a short amount of time,
you have to go through the material and identify what's important, I think you
have to communicate it to a group effectively and then you receive feedback on it.
(The objective as it relates to consulting is to) Figure out what's important and
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then communicate it to others effectively so that you can kind of build that
coalition to get it done. (Veteran employee in management consulting firm)
The other theme that garnered some level of consistency (which ties to the interest
in autonomy) was around the Performance Communication and Feedback that veteran
employees request in their current organizational roles. The military gives all its servicemembers leadership roles very early in their careers. For many, this is the first experience
they have had with responsibility of such magnitude. Frequent reviews, evaluations and
feedback are critical to the success of veteran employees in encouraging them to take
initiative and foster autonomous decision-making as a part of their daily work life as was
the helpful practice in their military roles. The role of Feedback and performance
communication is certainly tied to the driver of COMMUNICATION in the obvious sense
that the employee needs to hear how they are doing – frequently – in order to create the
type of output that they are capable of. Finally, under the driver of COMMUNITY, peer
reviews are a very consistent part of military training and operation that show the unit
member’s response to the effectiveness of that service member. In the civilian workplace,
positive reviews (especially by other team members or key organizational members) both
increased the motivation of the veteran employee and provides the confidence to
contribute autonomously to the collective output.
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Question 3 Data Interpretation & Analysis: [Have your past companies provided
anything (formal or informal; systems/processes/events) to veteran employees that you
found helpful or engaging? How does that make you feel/behave/respond in your work?]
Figure 4. Effective Organizational Processes, System, or Events (Mapped to Drivers)

The responses that generated the above themes stem from existing organizational
systems, processes, or events that contribute to the veteran employee’s engagement with
the company. Both Mentorship Programs as well as Resource Groups fall under the
COMMUNICATION driver and suggest that veteran employees like having groups of
people to request guidance, ask questions, and receive support from/show support for.
Military units (of all branches) create resource-rich environments for support and care
outside the execution of daily missions. In addition, military units, with their tiered
leadership structure provided many mentors for service members to engage with and
emulate. Since each military unit was comprised of members with varying lengths in
service, there were always members of the team who had experienced something before
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or been a part of a training or operation that could provide valuable information to junior
members. For many veteran employees, the civilian workforce can be a foreign place,
often full of people with technical skills that the veteran employees may not have
acquired yet, therefore mentorship programs (especially with more experience veteran
employees in the same civilian organization) can provide relationships for gathering both
industry and technical knowledge and expertise that can empower and engage the veteran
employees.
I would categorize Special Vet Events as specific Veteran’s Day celebrations,
branch birthdays, or other wartime or unit-related events, that fall under the
COMMUNITY driver. These events, while often minimal in logistical planning and
financial resources required by the organization, can allow veterans to engage with other
members if the company who share similar identities or subcultures. These events
recognize the veteran employees’ prior service, an identity many veterans feel a strong
sense toward.
The Information Flow theme, although encapsulated in the COMMUNICATION
driver, is a little tricky to analyze and may not be possible in some organizational
environments. If you scan the data responses that I compiled under this theme, they tie to
both the way that information is presented to the veteran employees and the type of
information that is communicated. I also rolled certain types of training events under this
theme as the training highlights to standardizing the ability to push/pull information
within the organization. As I referenced earlier, military communication methods are
structured and standardized to enable large groups of interdependent individuals to
communicate with one another across teams. What is being recommended by this theme
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is that organizations or teams deliver the information to the veteran employees or teams
through some type of standardized delivery. An example of this (selected from one of the
interviews) is to assign every work assignment with a task and purpose. All military
orders have a task and purpose that is relayed when delivered. The task is the technical
component of the order, and the purpose explains how that task ties back to the success of
the larger unit (or organization). I know firsthand the challenges of having to learn a new
organizational language when you have spoken a different one for at least 4+ years of
your life. It is not an easy transition and one that doesn’t eliminate the vernacular that
was so engrained in your daily life during many life-changing years. If permissible, given
the size and nature of the civilian organization, some level of Information Flow structure
is possible to engage certain veteran employees. Perhaps the first step in this level of
engagement is at the team level, interpersonally between the veteran and their manager.
The manager might ask the veteran employee how they want to receive tasks or the
critical part of the information that they would like to hear in order to allow them the
freedom to operate under a set of expectation. Other, predominantly veteran
organizations may have a predisposition to leverage this type of communication or a
natural tendency to provide this type of structured communication and information
delivery.
Resource Groups, also known as Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) are
commonplace in many large organizations presently. They are constructed to connect
employees of similar minority status across the organization to stimulate support,
communication, and connectedness (COMMUNITY and COMMUNICATION drivers).
These groups can be an outlet for workplace frustrations, sounding board for new ideas
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(internal or external to the ERG), and a general sense of belonging to a sub-group where
they may feel lost or outcast in the larger organization. Where Resource Groups are a
form of (intragroup) bonding social capital, Networking, also falling under the
COMMUNITY driver, would be considered a form of bridging social capital – that seeks
to connect veterans with members of other teams or groups, perhaps even outside of the
veteran community (Claridge, 2018).
Question 4 Data Interpretation & Analysis: [What drives you most to succeed in
organizational life?]
Figure 5. What Drives Veterans to Succeed (Mapped to Drivers)

As I mentioned above, nearly 34% of the responses provided tied into the concept
of contributing or creating Value within the organization. The word “value” can mean
different things to different people. Based on the responses and language used by the
veteran interviews, I attribute the concept of value to a feeling of fulfillment or
worthiness– by the individual themselves or by the organization. There is a lot of
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literature and research around the military-to-civilian transition, wherein many articles
cover a lack of sense of purpose contributing to the challenges faced. The military
provides a sense of purpose without requiring the veteran to discern whether it is worthy
or not; society tells us that military service is an honorable mission and organizational
pursuit. When veterans get out of the military, they no longer have a sense of purpose
provided for them and it is a much deeper thought process to define that for themselves
personally. Without question, I would consider this response to adding value a
contributor in the veteran employees attempt to find fulfillment or purpose in what it is
they are doing.
As I analyzed these themes, most of them (Value, Fear of letting team members
down, Recognition, Mission, and People) all tie back to the driver of COMMUNITY.
They are organizational drivers through which fulfillment is attained and purpose is
given. In the Methodology section, I referenced why community was such an important
driver and these response themes support that assessment.
(Technical and Interpersonal) Challenge and Money both speak for themselves,
and I believe Self-worth can be represented by both the MOTIVATION and CHALLENGE
driver. Self-worth serves to highlight the importance of proving to themselves that they
are a capable and competent member of the team in whatever task they are assigned.
Recognition also falls under MOTIVATION, and is an interesting theme based on the
recognition system present in the branches of the military. On one hand, the military
awards individuals for doing their job, albeit only on certain occasions, by the gifting of
medals and awards. On the other hand, the “onboarding” of the military schools are
fundamentally based on negative reinforcement, that seeks to scold service-members
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when they do something unsatisfactorily. Perhaps a lack of recognition in the military
leads veteran employees to seek greater recognition in the civilian workforce.
Worth noting is that many of the organizational drivers highlighted under the
People theme tied to the success of others. Several notable People-themed interview
quotes included: “having a small part in helping other veterans become the best versions
of themselves”, “feeling of pride in my team members”, “seeing others develop”, and
“investing in people to make them successful”. I would argue that some if not all these
motivations are shaped by a veteran employee’s prior military service, where, as a
member of a military unit, they were only considered successful if the team was
successful.
Summary of Analyses
Based on the analysis and mapping conducted, I feel confident that the data
gathered through these qualitative interviews support the assumption that veteran
employee engagement can be tied to the four proposed organizational drivers. I believe
there are additional methods of layering or splicing the data to uncover additional
organizational drivers. However, through the process followed, the themes of significant
importance to the veteran population that I interviewed can tie back the four drivers.
These drivers, I suggest then, can be used to measure veteran employee engagement (as I
outline in the following section). Further, simple methods to enhance clarity and import
(around these drivers) can enable both managers and organizations to be more attentive to
those areas of veteran engagement and performance.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The four drivers for veteran employee engagement can serve as independent and
collective guidelines for how to leverage the human capital of their veteran employees.
As shown in the responses by the veteran population interviewed, their response language
may vary, but many response themes are capable of being mapped back to one (or more)
of these four drivers.
Organizations can review and incorporate any amount of the findings that are
presented in this research and create customized ways to address these concerns with
their employees. Here are a few of those ways: Mentor/Mentee relationships, for
example, can be utilized to “feel out” the veteran’s engagement in an informal way,
where direct managers can (and should) conduct frequent performance reviews and can
request that the employee complete an engagement assessment as frequently as quarterly.
Hosting optional Veteran Special Events can enable organizations to get a pulse on
whether the veteran community wants to engage in events like that and a brief survey
could produce feedback as to whether it was, or was not, successful. Requesting middlemanagers to conduct more frequent performance reviews with their veteran employees
may enable the veteran employee to feel engaged and that their development and growth
is of value in the organization. And speaking of value, managers and organizations can
increase communication with their veteran employees to find out how they feel they can
contribute the most value to the organization and see where that can be implemented.

58

At the end of the day, the expectations will always be a balance of individual vs.
organizational needs but engaging with the veteran employees (through effective means
of communication) about ways to contribute value and feel valued seems like a pretty
simple way to take a first step – at least according to the responses above. There are also
more formal processes that can be implemented to gauge the veteran employee
engagement. Below, I have constructed a Veteran Engagement Tracker (VET), that seeks
to measure veteran employee engagement across the four organizational drivers discussed
through this research.
Veteran Engagement Tracker (VET)
The Veteran Engagement Tracker (VET) is a 20-Question assessment tool that
uses a 5-Star Scale with 1 being the lowest and 5 being the highest. The assessment
should take approximately 5 minutes to complete. The tool should measure, from the
veteran employees’ perspective, their level of engagement across the four organizational
drivers. I have proposed the following framework and types of questions, but the number
of questions as well as the content of each could be modified or edited by the
organization to represent the specific responses and evaluations that they are seeking to
capture.
[Technical Note: The easiest way to administer this assessment would be to input the
questions - and 5-star-scale scoring system - in a survey software application and have
the data responses filter to an excel spreadsheet for easy data manipulation and visual aid
application.]
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CHALLENGE
1. I feel like my current role provides me adequate technical challenge.
2. I feel like my current role provides me interpersonal challenge.
3. I feel like my current role pushes me to learn helpful skills that
compliment what I bring to the organization as a veteran.
4. I feel that there is a measurable and accomplishable plan in place for
my professional growth and development.
5. I feel that I am recognized when I accomplish a challenging task or
show proficiency in something new.
MOTIVATION
1. I feel motivated to contribute to the success of my organization’s
objectives.
2. I feel that my current manager has found a way to motivate me to
succeed in my current role.
3. I feel motivated to wake up and make a difference in my organization
every day.
4. I feel empowered to take initiative in my current job or in the
organization.
5. I feel that my strengths are being utilized in my role and it builds
confidence.
COMMUNITY
1. I feel connected to my coworkers within my team.
2. I feel connected to coworkers across different teams.
3. I feel connected to the other veteran employees in my organization.
4. I feel that veterans are encouraged to support one another in my
organization.
5. I feel that I have the support that I need to succeed in my role and with
the organization.
COMMUNICATION
1. I feel that I have the resources to get answers if anything arises that I
do not know.
2. I feel encouraged to ask questions if I do not know the answers to
work tasks.
3. I feel that my manager uses organizational language that I understand.
4. I feel that I have bridged the gap between the language that I learned in
the military and the language that the organization uses.
5. I feel that current role on my team is contributing to the organizational
goals (“commander’s intent”).
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Scoring:
•
•
•

5 is considered above average, complete engagement
3-4 is considered average, room for improvement
1-2 is consider unsatisfactory, needs immediate attention

When plotted, an example of an engagement “Scorecard” over two quarters of
review, could look like the below graph:
Graph 1.1. Veteran Engagement Tracker (Individual)

Over time, it would be easy to populate the individual employee engagement with
their role or organization, and you could begin to graph multiple employees in a single
graph to show trends and identify team or organizational strengths or weaknesses. Data in
the short-term can show where a manager or a department is strong or weak, but data
over time can show significant trends toward success or failure in optimizing veteran
contributions.
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Graph 1.2. Veteran Engagement Tracker (Team)

In the chart above, for example, the data show certain levels of veteran employee
engagement that can be separated by organizational driver or viewed through the
individual, team, and organizational lenses (most likely at the team and organizational
level). Regarding the drivers discussed, a sense of connectedness to the organizational
community is very high across all employees. This should show up as a positive sign
through an organizational lens as the company is doing an effective job keeping the
veteran employees connected with one another, the rest of the company, or tying their
work back to the organizational mission. Communication is effective except for
employees 4 and 5. This could be due to a lack of engagement by the manager or the
veteran themselves. This is a perfect example of a way in which a manager could
highlight an area for improvement in communication with their veteran employee. The
scores for challenge and motivation in this example are both consistently low. A manager
or organizational leader should see these point and ask questions such as: “Are these
veterans in the right roles?” and “Are we incentivizing them to succeed properly?”
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Perhaps a solution to low motivation might simply be the manager understanding what
motivates the veteran employee and finding a way to offer that within the construct of
work (and their relationship), but the low challenge engagement sentiment might suggest
that these employees are not currently in the right positions in the organization.
At the organizational level, all employees are feeling connected to the
organization through a sense of community. This would be a great example of an
initiative or practice at the organizational level that keeps veteran employees connected
with each other and with the organizational mission. The low-challenge scores could also
be an indicator of improper role assignment at the organizational or team level. I see
motivation sentiment falling in at the team level as well. It is the role of the manager to
be able to communicate with the veteran to figure out what motivates them, and if
possible, to provide that. Aside from employees 4 and 5, communication is good, which
is a testament likely to effective team and organizational level communication practices,
perhaps even differentiating by management or functional unit. Of the low engagement
levels expressed in the group chart, I see low-challenge numbers falling to the
organizational or team level, low motivation sentiment falling to the team level, and poor
communication with employees 4 and 5 at the individual or team levels. The larger the
population assessed on the VET, the easier it would be to see trends arising in the
organization, and the easier it will become to implement strategies to improve them.
Any consistently low driver scores should be addressed by the manager, or the
organization and any individual low numbers can fall to the manager or in discussion
with the veteran personally. This tool does not account for other workplace factors that
may impact the engagement scores such as family stressors, workplace relationships, or
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auxiliary work expectation. These simple veteran employee engagement surveys across
the four engagement drivers can be conducted through resource groups, by mentors, or by
direct managers (there are sensitivities through each of those mediums that need to be
understood/managed by the organization) and can reveal important information for how
to both understand and engage the veteran employees. My recommendation would be to
engage the employees is some type of performance review and engagement evaluation
once per quarter to begin. Consistent feedback throughout will enable the managers and
organization to understand what is appropriate and effective, but the quicker that
organizations can “pulse” check their veteran employee demographic, the easier it will be
for managers, departments, or organizations, to develop a plan for action, and not only
retain employees, but do their best to leverage their strengths.
Ways to improve Veteran Employee Engagement
By structuring your engagement of the veteran employees around the four
organizational drivers, organizations can synthesize the organization’s mission, direction,
leadership, and alignment in a manner that communicates the veteran’s importance to the
organization. By understanding an implementing the VET, organizations can pinpoint
areas of strength and areas where improvement is needed. If managers and organizations
can find ways to optimize the engagement of their veteran employees, they will
ultimately be providing the right environment for veteran employees to utilize the
nontechnical skills they bring to their role and the organization. And for all intents and
purposes, this in an effective approach to maximizing their human capital as an economic
advantage for the organization.
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CHALLENGE: One of the most important things an organization or manager can
do in the workplace is identify the different types of challenges that are presented in the
workplace for the veteran employees. Some examples of different types of challenges are
technical, interpersonal, and team challenges. From a technical perspective, many
veterans may have steeper technical learning curves in new industries because fewer of
the technical skills they learned in the military transfer seamlessly into the civilian labor
force. Early and frequent oversight of a veteran employee to ensure they are learning the
prerequisite skills (and providing guidance and resources if they feel lost), can be a very
simple way to build confidence and enable veteran employees to tackle the technical
challenges they face in newer industries. On interpersonal challenges, veterans can
sometimes feel that they speak a different language and share fewer cultural similarities
that nonveteran employees (due to time spent in the service). Veterans might struggle
with making new or strong connections in the workplace since their professional or
academic backgrounds don’t share commonalities that many of their nonveteran coworkers due. To facilitate the interpersonal challenges created by these professional or
cultural differences, managers or organizations can spend some time connecting veterans’
military skillsets with applicable competencies in the current job or organization. This
may enable veterans to feel more comfortable building interpersonal relationships and
offering to help in more novel ways. Team challenges are an essential component of
ensuring that the veteran employee is stimulated and engaged from a challenge
perspective. Sine veterans are always held accountable to the success of their unit in the
military, a manager or organization should put them in a position to drive a component of
a group objective. If they have significant experience in military leadership, this kind of
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assignment could also be an excellent way to gauge their ability to oversee a team or a
group deliverable relevant to the organization. Veterans are usually effective at seeing the
larger picture of their unit mission if it is tied to the larger department or organizational
objective. Therefore, team challenges that hold them accountable to other members of a
unit, is a great way to challenge veteran employees.
If your assessments yield low results in employee CHALLENGE, they are likely
in roles they are not stimulated by, feel no connection to, or that they feel little
accountability toward. Finding ways to hold veteran employees accountable to team
members, group tasks, and putting them in roles where their military experience can
(hopefully) help them succeed by leveraging strengths, thus cultivating adequate
challenge and satisfactory performance.
MOTIVATION: The motivation component of engagement will be far more
effective if addressed at the individual and team levels rather than trying to tackle at the
organizational level. At the individual level (employee-manager), one of the first
conversations that should be conducted is asking the veteran employee what motivates
them to succeed in organizational life. From that response, the manager can tailor the
types of work activities and communication methods that align veterans’ motivation and
desired work outcomes. If the veteran employee is both motivated appropriately and
challenged accordingly, that has high potential to translate into high level of engagement
and confidence. At the team level, like overcoming CHALLENGE concerns, ensure the
veteran employee is around other team members who can provide collective motivation
to improve output and succeed. One of the driving features in military unit motivation is
the recognition of accomplishing the mission, however challenging. Veterans are often
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quite talented at motivating one another in the military to overcome adverse-rich tasks
because they have something to look forward to. Although that may be an individual
motivator, more times than not, it is tied to the people around them. Using this
knowledge, motivating veteran employees can be as simple as ensuring that they care
about the people around them, are curious to learn and work toward a collective
objective, and that they are being adequately recognized (in whatever method they prefer)
when they succeed (for themselves or for the team).
If engagement scores appear low on the MOTIVATION driver, they are likely
disengaged with the technical role they are provided, disconnected from the desire to
succeed from their teammates, or feel that their role/task is not tied to an organizational
objective (or one that they support). Be sure to have managers engage at the individual
level with these veteran employees to understand why motivation may be low.
COMMUNITY: Above, I outlined a very important acknowledgment of the
meaning of community for military members. One of the strongest arguments to be made
centers around the identity of the veteran employee and their role as an individual part of
the collective enterprise and objective. If the veteran employee is reporting low
community connection to their team or to the organization, this is an indicator of real
concern. What was abundantly clear through this research is that veterans often perform
the best when they are held accountable to the rest of their team members. In the months
following the interviews for this paper, I spoke with dozens of veterans who have left
their jobs because they felt “on an island” with their new roles and that they felt no type
of connectedness to their work community.
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I would encourage managers to have conversations with their veteran employees
around their internal and external (across team) networks at work. Within modern
organizational structures, team dynamics are an integral part of success. But often, even
collaborative teams can be insular and cut-off from other organizational departments or
functions. It is an important managerial consideration to take specific note of how high
their veterans would score themselves in terms of bonding social capital versus bridging
social capital (Claridge, 2018). If the veteran feels excluded from a larger network, the
manager should come up with ways to heighten connection with team members or
members across other teams within the organization. Further, if the veteran expresses a
strong military identity, it may be a useful tool to connect them with internal Veteran
Employee Resource Groups or other members who share the same military identity. If
there are few (or no) other veterans in the organization, a helpful secondary approach
should be to connect the veteran employee with other team (or organizational) members
based on common extracurricular interests. One approach that highlights how a large
organization has made their newer veteran employees feel a part of the work community
is through a combination of Mentorship Programs as well as a Veteran Employee
Resource Group:
Once you get [the veteran new hires] in the door, they become part of the team.
We have processes in place that help bring all [the nontechnical skills] out and
help them realize, you know what they're really bringing to the team. Through our
employee resource groups (ERG), we also have an ERG Mentorship Program.
What the ERG mentorship program does is the first half of the year, you meet
with senior leaders in the company, so usually it's a senior Director or above that
you meet one on one with for weekly or biweekly, or whatever you guys set up
for your cadence. [These are] Meetings where you basically just discuss what
your background is and what your goals are and what skills you have and you talk
through [it all]. So, I've been on both sides of this; I've been a mentee when I was
first hired, and I've been a mentor. After [these conversations], what you realize is
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all these other nontechnical skills that you have and how they play into the overall
company and how it benefits the company. When I was a mentee, I walked away
feeling like ‘wow’ I have a lot more to give to this company than I thought.
(Veteran interviewee from large media company)
One way that organizations can connect not only veterans, but all employees, is
using a talent marketplace. This concept compiles different passions and strengths of
organizational members (that they are willing to offer/share) with other members as a
way of connecting employees to others from the organization who share similar interests.
This can provide a pathway for engagement and human connection with other members
of the organization that stretches outside of the boundaries of work activities and creates
bonding social capital.
COMMUNICATION: Communication is a critical component of a manageremployee relationship and certainly important on the part of the organization. Luckily, it
is also one of the areas that can be quickly understood and improved. I have seen biweekly check-ins on professional, personal, and client goals, as well as performance
reviews yield high gains. The more frequent and accessible that a manger can be to aid
and guide veteran employees (especially newer organizational relationships in or new
industries), there is a higher chance that the veteran will be feeling engagement and
direction as they work to learn and master new skills. This also provides a consistent
message that the manager and the organization are interested in the success of the veteran
employee and there is a critical value-contribution angle (from both sides) that is present
with bi-weekly or monthly reviews and assessments.
Another important communication tool to utilize is the structure of the work
activity messaging that is being utilized. Since veteran employees spent many years
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learning how to operate on a standardized communication platform (where they were
assigned work, executed work, and provided backbriefs), then perhaps there is a way for
managers to structure their tasks or assignments to the veteran employee that will enable
them to understand their specific task more clearly or how it ties back to the
organizational objective or endstate. This conversation should be held one-on-one with
the veteran employee to understand their preferences, ensuring that they can be clear on
what they “need” from a communication perspective, and ensure that the manager is not
only comfortable, but capable of delivering work-related communication in a more
specific/structured way.
During my research, I came across a conceptual communication model that I feel
creates an effective balance of communication objectives between organizations and
managers and their veteran employees.
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Figure 6. Conceptual Model of Corporate Internal Communication (Valuing internal
communication; management and employee perspectives: Ruck & Welch, 2012)

Many of these communication engagement elements have been integrated and
highlighted throughout this paper. Knowing what elements are prioritized by the veteran
employees can enable managers and organizations to communicate most effectively with
their veteran employees. A nonveteran civilian manager may not “speak” the military
language that their veteran employees are used to, but if they are able to define the
communication objective most valued by their veteran employees, they will create far
more effective mediums through with to send and receive information.
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Research Limitations
It is important to highlight some of the limitations of the research and
acknowledge my bias. As a veteran of the United States Marine Corps, I have an inherent
interest in an organization’s ability to utilize veterans in an optimal way in the workforce.
Although this capstone is presented through an appreciative lens, the impetus for this
project is a subjective evaluation that organizations are not leveraging the human capital
of their veteran workforce to the best of their ability. This, in my opinion, leads to
disengaged and underutilized veteran employees who consequently feel undervalued – a
theme antithetical to what motivates many of these veterans to succeed – as I will explore
later. Further, I would like to acknowledge that being a veteran officer, my veteran
network provides far more access to veterans who served as officers rather than to
enlisted veterans. This is a limitation since the United States Armed Forces are comprised
predominantly of enlisted service members (~80%), rather than officers (~20%)
(Militaryonesource.mil, 2017). Therefore, my veteran interview population (55% officers
vs. 45% enlisted) is not an accurate representation of the veterans currently working in
the civilian labor force. Further, 24 of the 27 veterans interviewed (88%) identified as
male veterans while only three (12%) identified as female. Finally, 26 of the 27
interviewees (96%) were Caucasian and one reported Hispanic ethnicity. These
interviewee demographics are not representative of the current demographic breakdowns
of the United States Armed Forces. Gender statistics from 2020 show that female service
members make up 19% of officers and 16% of the enlisted ranks in the military. Racial
demographics outline that male service members are comprised of 54% Caucasian, 29%
Black, 1% American Indian/Native American, 5% Asian, 2% Pacific Islander, 4% two or
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more races, 5% unknown, with an additional 21% reporting Hispanic ethnicity (any race).
Female service members make up 70%, 17%, 1%, 4%, 1%, 3%, 3%, and 18%
respectively (Council on Foreign Relations, 2020).
Future Research Potential and Recommendations
I have approached this topic with academic, professional, and personal
motivations. For this capstone project, I have spent my time listening and analyzing. This
research I have conducted has been structured to hear the veterans’ stories, specifically
what has served them well in organizational life. I have tried to gather firsthand
experiences from a sample of veterans (within my network) who I know have found some
degrees of professional success in life after the military in the civilian workforce. I have
done my best to listen, gather the information and synthesize their responses into a
manner that is easily digested, understood, and deployed by organizational members
across any industry. My focus has been to highlight the organizational engagement
drivers that companies can leverage in order to optimize veteran engagement and output.
There are future research goals of mine that span beyond the context of this academic
endeavor.
First, future research at the individual level should be a more demographically
diverse population from which to gather data. My research was conducted with a
predominantly commissioned officer population instead of being demographically
consistent with the existing proportion of officer vs. enlisted population of the United
States Armed Forces. Additionally, there may be greater data to gather across different
racial, cultural, or ethnic groups within these veteran populations. Attention in those areas
could yield a more prescriptive approach toward veteran employee engagement at the
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individual level. Individually, these veterans could use this engagement evaluation
framework as a method to highlight their strengths within teams or measure the criteria
against what they value most in their organizational lives and careers. It can help define
their value proposition to prospective organizations and engineer organizational
onboarding and immersion methods that seek to maximize their contribution early in their
civilian careers.
Next, at the Team level, there could be significantly more positive and
appreciative research conducted with non-veteran middle managers. There are countless
organizations where middle and upper-level managers have worked with veteran
employees and likely found incredible ways to leverage their strengths and human
capital. This approach could offer additional insight into some interpersonal
considerations of the veteran-civilian relationship in the workplace and could create a set
of data that is not viewed through a veteran or military perspective (as my research is).
Although the introduction of non-veteran manager approaches to leveraging veteran
human capital would be incredibly valuable, it still focuses on the interpersonal
engagement rather than the structural, procedural, or systemic issues.
The final stage of future research potential can be found at the organizational
level. To truly understand what effective methods for veteran employee engagement are
across the organizational landscape, you would need to speak with large organizations
across the country in order to understand what they have learned over time and how they
have found methods (likely both interpersonally and structurally/procedurally) of how to
leverage the human capital of their veteran employees over time. Future research goals at
the organizational level might also include the synthesis of these methods into even
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broader organizational drivers and encourage organizations to take a more focused
approach to engagement and motivation within different minority sub-groups that
comprise their aggregate workforce.
Future research into this capstone topic (across evaluation and implementation),
and through individual, team, and organizational lenses can lead to clear research trends
that can yield a truly integrative and effective playbook for leveraging veteran human
capital in the civilian labor force. The more that organizations can understand how their
employees think, problem-solve and feel a part of the organization, the more effectively
they can build targeted methods to bring out most effective version of the individual
during work.
Ending the Story
I have not spoken with the Marine whose story I opened with. The last time we
talked, he had decided to go back to college and try for his bachelor’s degree. He called
me one night, very angry, because he had joined a fraternity, and (knowing that I was in a
fraternity in college), he wanted to know how I had handled being yelled at by a “bunch
of kids who hadn’t done anything in this world”. After I highlighted that I was in a
fraternity before my time in the Marines and was “just a kid” then as well, it left me
unsettled to know that this Marine – married, kids, and several combat deployments
under his belt – had put himself into a position where he felt inferior to the people he was
trying to befriend. He was trying to fit into a world where everyone was 10 years younger
than he was and had very different life experiences. Although the role of veterans in
undergraduate education can be a capstone for another time, I will end with a positive
personal summary.
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Personal Reflection
It has taken me many years to figure out what I loved about the military and how I
could use it to feel purpose and fulfillment in life. Although I have never struggled with
interpersonal connection, I have spent more than a decade feeling disconnected from
work – both my roles and my organizations. It has caused me confusion, anxiety, and fear
about my future and happiness. It manifested itself in other ways – such as substance
abuse – which created destruction, guilt, and embarrassment. It has taken a long time for
me to feel confident in who I am and what I bring to the civilian workforce. The military
taught me so much that I must be grateful for, and I have been on a mission to figure it
out with best ways to use since I left active duty. Each veteran’s strengths are unique, and
there will never be an algorithm capable of maximizing the output and happiness of each
individual person. But when I was finally able to realize that the things that drove me to
join and succeed in the military – the four organizational drivers highlighted in this
capstone – I found some level of connection with both the type of organization and the
type of job that I wanted (and needed) to pursue.
The process of gathering and analyzing these responses was incredibly fulfilling
to me. On an interpersonal level, it gave me great joy to serve in a role that provided an
outlet for many of these veterans to share their stories and experiences. I was able to take
the role of an active listener through this project which meant the world to me. Due to the
bureaucratic nature of the military, many veterans are used to putting their heads down
and doing what is asked of them, seldom to be asked for their input or ideas for
improvement. This project gave them a voice and a chance to reflect on the value and
importance of their position in society and the civilian workforce.
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This project, in its purest form, provides opportunity for people’s work lives to be
improved. It has the (early makings) for companies to see veterans’ nontechnical skills as
true value-add capacities that can improve the veteran and the organization’s output and
quality of life. The fact that I spent so much time in the interviews and construction of
this capstone becomes entirely trivial if these findings are not utilized by organizations to
make their workplace a more inclusive and collaborative environment. I plan to use these
findings within my own approach to human capital management, working in a company
of predominantly military veterans. And I hope to one day use these findings as a method
to garner additional organizational support, across different industries, for managers and
company leaders to tap into underutilized human capital of their minority groups.
Diversity is an rich goldmine of experience for organizations, and only in understanding
it can we properly mine for it. I firmly believe this experience fulfilled the academic,
professional, and personal goals that it was designed to achieve; I set out to research a
topic that had personal and professional implications, that I valued incredibly, with the
end goal of generating a product that could change a small part of the world. I invested an
incredible amount of time to learning, listening, and interacting with people in the world
around me. The hope that it could improve the life of even one veteran in the workforce
today would empower me to do it all again tomorrow.

REFERENCES
Ahern, J., Worthen, M., Masters, J., Lippman, S. A., Ozer, E. J., and Moos, R. (2015).
The challenges of Afghanistan and Iraq veterans’ transition from military to
civilian life and approaches to reconnection. PloS One, 10(7), e012859.
Albrecht, S. L. (2015). Challenge Demands, Hindrance Demands, and Psychological
Need Satisfaction: Their Influence on Employee Engagement and Emotional
Exhaustion. Journal of Personnel Psychology 2015, Vol. 14(2), 70-79.
Arkin, W., & Dobrofsky, L. R. (1978) Military socialization and masculinity. Journal of
Social Issues, 34, 151-168.
Arnold, W., Arnold, D., Neher, A., & Miles, M. P. (2020). Developing a contemporary
measure of employee perceptions of their work unit’s psychological sense of
community. Journal of Workplace Learning 2020 (32)16-34.
Batka, C., & Hall, K.C. (2016). More research on veteran employment would show
what’s good for business and for veterans. No. PE-196-OSD (2016). Santa
Monica, CA: RAND Corporation.
Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2020). Employment Situation of Veterans – 2019. Retrieved
from: www.bls.gov/rews.release/pdf/vet.pdf.
Claridge, T. (2018). Functions of social capital – bonding, bridging, linking. Social
Capital Research 2018.
Council on Foreign Relations. (2020). Demographics of the U.S. Military. Retrieved from
www.cfr.org
Crawford, E. R., LePine, J. A., & Rich, B. L. (2010). Linking job demands and resources
to employee engagement and burnout: A theoretical extension and meta-analytic
test. Journal of Applied Psychology, 95(834-848).
Creech, G. W. L. (2004). Organizational and Leadership Principles for Senior Leaders.
AU-24 Concepts for Air Force Leadership.
Cresswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among the
Five Approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, Inc.
Cresswell, J. W., & Cresswell, J. D. (2018). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed methods approaches (5th ed.). Los Angeles, CA: SAGE.
Cross, G., Gray, P. Gerbasi, A., & Assimakopoulos, D. (2012). Building engagement
from the ground up: How top organizations leverage networks to drive employee
engagement. Organizational Dynamics 2012 (41)202-211.
Dailey, J. G. (2013). Understanding the military as an ethnic identity. In C. Munson, &
J.G. Daley (Eds.), Social Work Practice in the Military (pp. 291-303). New York,
NY: Routledge.

Dexter, J. C. (2020). Human resources challenges of military to civilian employment
transitions. Career Development International, 25(5), 481-500.
Ehling W.P., White, J., & Grunig, J.E. (1992). Public relations and marketing practices,
in Grunig, J.E. (Ed.), Excellence in Public Relations and Communication
Management. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates: Hillsdale, NJ. pp. 357-383.
Filstad, C., Traavik, L.E. and Gorli, M. (2019). Belonging at work: the experiences,
representations, and meanings of belonging. Journal of Workplace Learning,
31(2) 116-142.
Ford, D. G. (2017). Talent Management and Its Relationship to Successful Veteran
Transition into the Civilian Workplace: Practical Integration Strategies for the
HRD Professional. Advance in Developing Human Resources, 19(1), 36-53.
Froh, J. J., (2004). The History of Positive Psychology: Truth Be Told. NYS Psychologist,
May/June 2004, 18-20.
Gonzalez, J. A. & Simpson, J. (2020). The workplace integration of veterans: Applying
diversity and fit perspectives. Human Resource Management Review, 100775.
Groenewald, T. (2004). A Phenomenological Research Design Illustrated. International
Journal of Qualitative Methods 2004 (3)1: 42-55.
Groysberg, B., Hill, A., & Johnson, T. (2010). Which of these people is your future
CEO? Harvard Business Review, 88, 80-85.
Grunig, J. E., Dozier, D. M., Ehling, W. P., Grunig, L. A., Repper, F. C. & White, J.
(1992). Symmetrical systems of internal communication. Excellence in Public
Relations and Communication Management. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates:
Hillsdale, NJ, pp. 531-575.
Grunig, J.E. & Huang, Y.H. (2000). From organizational effectiveness to relationship
indicators: Antecedents of relationships, public relations strategies, and
relationship outcomes. Public Relations as Relationship Management: A
Relational Approach to the Study.
Grunig, J.E. (2001). Two-way symmetrical public relations: past, present, and future.
Handbook of Public Relations. Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA. pp.11-32.
Hycner, R. H. (1985). Some guidelines for the phenomenological analysis of interview
data. Human Studies 8: 279-303.
Kamarck, K. N. (2018). Military Transition Assistance Program (TAP): An Overview.
Congressional Research Service. Retrieved from www.crs.gov:
https://sgp.fas.org/crs/natsec/IF10347.pdf
Kang, M., & Sung, M. (2017). How symmetrical employee communication leads to
employee engagement and positive employee communication behaviors. Journal
of Communication Management (21)82-102.

Keeling, M., Kintzle, S., & Castro, C. A. (2018). Exploring U.S. Veterans’ post-service
employment experiences. Military Psychology, 30(1), 63-69.
Klein, K. J., & D’Aunno, T. A. (1986). Psychological sense of community in the
workplace. Journal of Community Psychology, 14(4) 365-377.
McMillan, D.W., & Chavis, D.M. (1986). Sense of community: a definition and theory.
Journal of Community Psychology, 14(1) 6-23.
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Human Capital. Merriam-Webster.com dictionary. Retrieved
from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/human%20capital.
Military One Source. (2017). Understanding the roles of Military Officers and Enlisted
Service Members. Retrieved from https://www.militaryonesource.mil/militarylife-cycle/new-to-the-military/military-career/military-officer-and-enlistedservice-members-roles/
Monster. (2016). Veteran talent index. 9th Edition. Monster Worldwide. Retrieved from
https://media.newjobs.com/cms/monsterabout/documents/veteran-talentindex/2016/vtinov2016.pdf
Oxford Languages and Google. (n.d.). Challenging. Oxford English Dictionary.
Retrieved from www.oed.com.
Podsakoff, N. P., LePine, J. A., & LePine, M. A. (2007). Differential challenge stressorhindrance stressor relationships with job attitudes, turnover intentions, turnover,
and withdrawal behavior: A meta-analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology,
92(438-454).
Ruck, K., & Welch, M. (2012). Valuing internal communication; management and
employee perspectives. Public Relations Review (38)294-302.
SAGE Research Methods Datasets. (2019). Analysing Interview Transcripts of a
Phenomenological Study on the Cultural Immersion Experiences of Graduate
Counseling Experiences. SAGE Publications.
Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Los Angeles, CA:
SAGE.
Sauro, J. (2015). 5 Types of Qualitative Methods. Retrieved from
https://measuringu.com/qual-methods/
Seligman, M., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An introduction.
American Psychologist, 55, 5-14.
Sherman, M. D., Larsen, J., & Borden, L. M. (2015). Broadening the focus in supporting
reintegrating Iraq and Afghanistan veterans: Six key domains of
functioning. Professional Psychology, Research and Practice, 46(5), 355-365.
Sloan, J. (2022). Nonprofit Organizations for Veterans. Retrieved from
www.military.com (https://www.military.com/veteran-jobs/careeradvice/military-transition/nonprofit-organization-for-veterans.html)

Society for Human Resource Management. (2010). Employing military personnel and
recruiting veterans. Retrieved from
https://www.shrm.org/research/surveyfindings/documents/100531%20military%20program%20report_fnl.pdf
Stavros, J., Godwin, L. N., & Cooperrider, D. L. (2016). Practicing Organization
Development: Leading Transformation and Change. John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
Stone, C., & Stone, D.L. (2015). Factors affecting hiring decisions about veterans.
Human Resource Management Review, 25, 68-79.
Tracy, S. J. (2013). Qualitative research methods: Collecting evidence, crafting analysis,
communicating impact. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell.
United States Department of Defense. (2014). DOD SkillBridge Program. Retrieved from
https://skillbridge.osd.mil/
United States Department of Veterans Affairs. (2018). Profile of Post-9/11 Veterans:
2016. National Center for Veterans Analysis and Statistics. Retrieved from:
www.va.gov.
United States Department of Labor. (2021). Veterans in the Labor Force: 6 Stats.
Retrieved from: https://blog.dol.gov/2021/11/9/veterans-in-the-labor-force-6-stats
Van den Broeck, A. Vansteenkiste, M., De Witte, H., & Lens, W. (2008). Explaining the
relationship between job characteristics, burnout, and engagement: The role of
basic psychological need satisfaction. Work & Stress, 22(277-294).
Van den Broeck, Vansteenkiste, M., De Witte, H., Soenens, B., & Lens, W. (2010).
Capturing autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work: Construction and
initial validation of the Work-Related Basic Need Satisfaction Scale. Journal of
Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 83(981-1002).
Veterans Advantage. (2022). Organizations Doing Good for Veterans and their Families.
Trusted Military and Veterans Service Organizations.
Walker, S. (2010). Assessing the mental health consequences of military combat in Iraq
and Afghanistan; a literature review. Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health
Nursing, 17, 790-796.
Westat. (2010). National Survey of Veterans, Active Duty Service Members,
Demobilized National Guard and Reserve Members, Family Members, and
Surviving Spouses. Retrieved from
https://www.va.gov/vetdata/docs/surveysandstudies/nvssurveyfinalweightedreport
.pdf.
Zoli, C., Maury, R., & Fay, D. (2015). Missing perspectives: Servicemembers’ transition
from service to civilian life – data-driven research to enact the promise of the
post-9/11 GI Bill. Institute for Veterans & Military Families: Syracuse University.

Appendix A
Interview Questions
Interview Questions (for veterans):
1) What are some nontechnical skills that you learned and used in the military that
transferred well into the civilian workplace?
2) Please explain any past organizational or managerial actions that enabled you to
offer these nontechnical skills in your role or organization? How so?
3) Have your past companies provided any (formal or informal) systems, processes,
or events to veteran employees that you found helpful or engaging?
a. How does that make you feel/behave/respond in your work?
4) What drives you most to succeed in organizational life?
Interview Questions (for HR/HCM Professionals): *future research
1) Have you noticed any nontechnical skills that veteran employees
seemed particularly adept at offering?
2) Are you aware of any managerial actions or approaches that seemed particularly
effective at leveraging these nontechnical skills?
3) Are you aware of, or have you been a part of designing, developing or
implementing any practices (systems/processes/events) that were engineered to
engage veteran employees? If so, which ones and how were they effective?
Interview Questions (for non-veteran managers): *future research
1) In your experience as a leader or manager outside of the military, what are some
of the nontechnical skills that you have observed in veteran employees?
2) Has there even been a time where a veteran employee exceeded your
expectations? Why?
3) Have you taken any individualized approaches to growing/developing your
veteran employees? What did you do? Did it work?
4) How have you successfully engaged with or recognized your veteran employees?

Appendix B
Interview Responses to Question 1
[What are some nontechnical skills that you learned and used in the military that
transferred well into the civilian workplace?]
Responses to #1 (nontechnical skills)

Theme

Theme Key

Driver Theme

Emotional Intelligence and Maturity

S, V

Collaboration & Creativity (C)

Motivation,
Community

Think/react under pressure

E

Adaptability & Resiliency (A)

Challenge

Take Risks with Decision Making

C

Servant Leadership (S)

Community

Understanding Bigger pictue (endstate/cmdr's
intent)

C

Effectiveness under Pressure (E)

Challenge

Everyone comes to solve a problem set with
different experience and backgrounds

V

Visbility into diverse work teams (V)

Communication

Command & Control
Ability to take charge & communicate in small
groups
Preparation (slow is smooth, smooth is fast,
rehearsals)

C

Other (O)

Get Shit Done Factor (complete mission)

A, E

Personal Accountability & Team Accountability

C

Leadership

C, S

Management

C, S

Ownership

S

Servant Leadership

S

Trained to be a generalist

O

Communication

C

Critical Thinking

C, A, E

Cultural (diversity) Exposure

V

Composure

A

Staying calm under pressure

E

Adaptability

A

Resiliency

A

Public Speaking

O

S, C
C

Long-term vision (understanding objective or
commander's intent)

C, S

Ability to connect with people of all walks of live

V

Ability to perform in leadership roles immediately
(used to being in charge)

C, S

Prepared to Lead

S, C

Know how to follow

S

Decision-making
Difference between accountability and
Responsibility

C, S

Care & Competence are best traits

S

Servant Leadership

S

Be present, have good/positive communication

S

Be attentive

C, S

Be curious
Ability to differentiate between leadership and
management
Interpersonal Skills (since serve as leader and
follower)

C, S

O

C, S
C, S, V

Strategic and diplotmatic approaches to mission
accomplishment

S, V

Provide a welcoming and cofortable organization
(Psychological safety)

S, V

Dig into regulations (understand rules)

O

Document Rules and Process

C

Mentality of preparing for inspections

E

Embrace the Suck (/Challenge); Get Shit Done

A, E

Loyalty

S

Honor

O

Integrity (doing what you say you're going to do, do
the right thing - even when nobody is looking)

O

Responsbility

C, S

Accountability

C, S

Comfort Under Pressure

A

Respect for Authority

S

Discipline

C, E

Trust in your team

S, C, V

Prioritizing your work (both your work and your
subordinates work)
Building a team and providing durection and
purpose

S, C, V
C, S

Conflict Resolution

S, C, V

Problem-Solving (Creativity and Adaptability)

C, V

Take Direction and Give Direction

S, C

Emotional Intelligence (Don't get to choose who
you work with)

S, V

Discipline

O

Attention to detail

C, E

Learn to follow & lead

C

Ownership for your actions

S, C

The time to develop the people around you

S, C, V

Military decision-making process (MDMP)

O

Communication

C

Collaboration

C

Time and Resource Management

C, E

Planning

C, E

Expectation Management

C, S

Emotional Intelligence

V, C, S

Mentoring

V, S

Navigating Getting shit done

A, E

Motivate oneself

A, E

complete missions in the midst of adversity

A, E

Individual consideration and approach to motivation

S, V

Leadership Skills (formal vs. Informal)

C, S, V

Servant Leadership

S

Creative problem-solving

C

Tenacity

A

Presentation Skills

O

Informal Influence

C, S

Comfort being uncomfortable

A

Leadership

C, S

Prioritization

C

Mission Accomplishment
When under pressure, you either take control or you
don't

A, E
E

Take on opportunities/challenges when they present
themselves

C, E

Politics of organizations

O

Coping mechanisms to maintain mental health

S

Communication

S, C

Problem-Solving

C, E

Adaptability

A

How to structure tasks in ambiguous environments
How to keep people motivated around a common
purpose

A

Initiative

S, C, E

Autonomy

C

Leadership

C, S

Communication

C, S, E

Patience

S, V

Learn quickly and apply solutions
Learn new skills and Apply in high-intensity
settings

C

Grind things out/GSD

A

Mission before self

S

Function in chaos

A

Loyalty

C, S

Task Management

C

Collaboration

C

Service

S

Initiative

S

C, S, V

C, E

Appendix C
Interview Responses to Question 2
[Please explain any past organizational or managerial actions that enabled you to offer
these nontechnical skills in your role or organization? How so?]

Responses to #2 (facilitating managerial actions)

Theme

Theme Key

Know the job but also be able to do the work

O

Autonomy (A)

Challenge,
Motivation

Vets are used to understanding the balance of what the org needs
vs. the individual needs

A

Feedback /
Performance
Communication (F)

Communication,
Community

Provide Direction/Structure

F

Sink or Swim (S)

Challenge

Ability for feedback loop (to measure progress)
Once structure has been given, given leash to explore/fail (support
failing fast)

F

Other (O)

Initial Counseling (Setting expectations for employee)

F

Recognition that leadership is a trait, not a position

O

Allowing people to take ownership

A

Happy Hours

O

Self-paced work

A

Endstate-based (no micro-management)

A

Being put on a team and told to figure it out

A

Put on the spot for public speaking (adaptability)
Forced to figure it out when people come to you in tough
situations

S

Being put in a position to be a leader for the client

A

Provided Autonomy

A

Given authority and responsibility
Org puts you in positions where you need to hit the ground
running, execute, and be ready to quickly move on after (ready for
next thing)

A

Communications - trained to interact with everyone

F

Get shit done mentality

A

Given opportunity to fail (and Learn) "give me the rope to hang
myself or makie it to the top of the mountain"

A

A

A

A

Driver Theme

Clear-stated Objective w/ an indescript plan of attack (understand
the objective and creatively coming up with different COAs)

A

High-Level of Autonomy

A

Expectation to figure it out

A

Put in positions where you have to perform under stress

A

Deal with Difficult people

S

High-level tasks

A

Permitting teams to self-organize and self-govern

A

Understanding the chain of command

F

Given freedom and autonomy to come up with creative solutions
(creative liberties; not micro-managed)

A

Being aware of having knowledge
"Where the pain the the greatest, the opportunity to benefit is the
greatest"

O

Proj Mgt offer opportunity to showcase vet skills

O

Recognizing efforts that leads to increased performance

F

3 weeks paid time off for Mil Leave

O

Determining Big vs small company (big - focus on technical, less
nontechnical; small - more on nontechnical, less technical)

O

Given autonomy and creative liberties to problem-solving

A

Staying focused on creating the next level

O

Put in positions to prioritize tasks in in times of chaos

A

Given opportunity to make decisions/take ownership

A

Interface with Management

A

Given a chance to prove himself

A

Given autonomoy and free reign

A

Being trusted to come up with a plan

A

Given autonomy/creativity

A

Given positive assumptions

A

Given a chance to succeed

A

O

Appendix D
Interview Responses to Question 3
[Have your past companies provided anything (formal or informal;
systems/processes/events) to veteran employees that you found helpful or engaging? How
does that make you feel/behave/respond in your work?]
Responses to #3 (Systems/Processes/events)

Theme

Theme Key

Driver Themes

Celebrate Branch event (USMC B-Day)

E

Mentorship Programs
(M)

Community

Org takes the military skills and applies them to real world

O

Events (E)

Community

Using Veteran Mentors to "frame" civilian problems that might
seems foreign

M

Information Flow (I)

Communication

ERGs - good for community, bad for professional development

R

Resource Groups (R)

Community

Lunch & Learn (colleague/peer presentations)

I

Networking (N)

Community

Getting veterans together in-person

R

Other (O)

Mentorship Program (Senior vs. Junior Vet Employee)

M

Highlighting/Spotlighting Veteran Employees (monthly) provides more context into who you are at work
Veterans being able to share their story with one another
(community)

I
R

Benefit Access (streamlines knowledge to veteran employees)

I

Creates psychological safety (that people responsible for you care
about your needs and well-being)

R

Access to everyone's network

N

Helping out veterans with other jobs even if not internal to the org

N

Manager-in-training programs

M

Veterans Day activities (raising awareness)
Run internal Administrative (QMP) process like a military H&S
company

E

Given a high-level (30k ft.) view of how his role as employee fits
into org mission, vision, values
Culture, products, 5-paragraph orders
Recognizing and using the right language (vets speak a common
language)
Anything in the workplace that recognizes veterans' value &
service that makes the veterans proud to live up to the standard
(pride - have standards to uphold, feel welcomed in that
community)

O
I
I
I

R

Connecting taks/things to the bigger picture/high-level mission
(showing how each person's work is tied to the higher
purpose/objective/intent)
Book Summary training scenarios (30-60 minute exercises trained
to understand WHAT is important to extract and HOW to
communicate it)
Give visibility and context into how they are adding value and
contributing
Professional Development Training that can be tied to the
veteran's military experience
Encourage Non-profit involvement and a way to tap into veterans
drive for service (encourage community and participation)
Feel valuable, feel loyal giving back to Organization that has
given

I
I
R
M
O
R

Information about VA benefits

I

Care about role-specific education and development (shows that
there is actual care about people, not just organization)

M

Don't count military leave toward PTO days

O

Understanding and valuing the military service experience

R

Understanding individuals and humans

R

Change the world

O

Full month of PTO for mil leave

O

pay people more for supporting vet orgs

O

Only hire vets

O

Vet programs briefings (message boards)

I

Organizations are often reactive to Veterans requests for help but
not proactive

R, M

Adapt and survive situations to exercise judgment

O

"Can be a strategic thinker and a tactical operator"

M

figure out a solution when resources are constrained

O

Don't treat veterans differently than other employees

M

Mentorship program for getting vet employees spun up on
technical competencies

M

Appendix E
Interview Responses to Question 4
[What drives you most to succeed in organizational life?]
Responses to #4 (Motivations to Succeed)

Theme

Theme Key

Appreciated (Comes from lack of being appreciated in the
USMC)

Driver Theme

R

Value (V)

Individual and Team Recognition

R

Fear (F)

Desire for fulfillment

V

Recognition (R)

Self-worth

S

Self-Driven (S)

Seen as performer

V

Mission (M)

Seen as useful, adding value

V

Money ($)

Feeling recognized

V

People (P)

Motivation
Motivation,
Community

Driven by not wanting to let people/team down

F

Challenge (C)

Challenge

Efforts are aligned with Org mission

O

Other (O)

Results-oriented & mission-driven

O

Fear of letting people down

F

People

O

Feeling of shared success

V

Meaningful impact on peoples lives

V

Always wanted to lead a $1 billion project

O

Work an 8-hour day (work-life balance)

O

Financial Stability

$

Do the right thing when nobody is looking

O

Success of the group or team or organization

V

Build lasting releationships that are doing the right thing

P

Being seend as an effective and loyal leader

V

Being viewed as a problem-solver

V

Being transparent (by over-communicating)

O

Part of something bigger than himself

M

Sense of identity

S

Add Value

V

Challenge,
Community
Community,
Motivation
Motivation,
communication
Motivation
Challenge,
Motivation,
Community,
Communication

Being a part of helping his community when they need it

F

Wants to feel like he is providing value

V

Recognition

V

Being a contributing factor to the organization

V, F

Challenge

C

Servant Leadership

P

What people to know "who I am and how I CAN help" or "who I
am and how I CAN'T help"

F

Financial Ramifications

$

Respected by Peers by succeeding in roles and organization

V

Feel Valued

V

Being seen as providing value

V, F

Seen as competent

V, F

Care about what the outcomes are

M

Be able to explore individual interests @ work

O

Feeling Accomplished

V

Feeling of pride in team members

P

Aligning personal goals with organizational goals

M

Aligning work with strengths

S

Feeling Fulfilled

V

Having feeling of accomplishment

V

Provide answers to problems

V

Learning something new

C

Do research

S

Success

V

Meeting the challenge

C

challenge that is inherent in the work projects

C

Having a small part of helping veterans becoem the best versions
of themselves

P

Overcoming challenges

C

Have made a last impact on organizations

V

Seeing others develop

P

Grow a team/organization

P

Hold torch/grow flame/hand off (moral imperative to make the
world a better place)

O

That everyone at work can find a path to be successful

P

Make other veterans successful

P

Invest in people to make them successful

P

"Want to win just because I am playing"

O

Enjoy putting product pieces together

C

Recognition

V

Accomplishing the task/mission

V

Being an innovator

S

Value-oriented success

V

Proof of self-worth

V

Intellectual Curiousity

S

Being a part of a team that has built or accomplished something

V

Like-minded individuals problem-solving together

C

Wants to win

O

Be above average

O

People

P

Mission

M

Loyalty to People & Mission

P, M

Appendix F
Conceptual “G-J Veteran Engagement Model (VEM)”

MOTIVATION

Direct io n

CHALLENGE

Ser vant Lead ers hip

COMMUNITY

Veteran Employee
Engagement

Mis s io n

A lig nment

COMMUNICATION

Appendix G
Veteran Engagement Tracker (VET) Measuring Tool
20-Question Assessment (5-Star Scale: 1 being the lowest, 5 being the highest)
[Assessment should take about 5 minutes to complete]
1) Challenge
a. I feel like my current role provides me adequate technical challenge
(Example)
b. I feel like my current role provides me interpersonal challenge
c. I feel like my current role pushes me to learn helpful skills that
compliment what I bring to the organization as a veteran
d. I feel that there is a measurable and accomplishable plan in place for my
professional growth and development
e. I feel that I am recognized when I accomplish a challenging task or show
proficiency in something new
2) Motivation
a. I feel motivated to contribute to the success of my organization’s
objectives
b. I feel that my current manager has found a way to motivate me to succeed
in my current role
c. I feel motivated to wake up and make a difference in my organization
every day
d. I feel empowered to take initiative in my current job or in the organization
e. I feel that my strengths are being utilized in my role and it builds
confidence
3) Community
a. I feel connected to my coworkers within my team
b. I feel connected to coworkers across different teams
c. I feel connected to the other veteran employees in my organization
d. I feel that veterans are encouraged to support one another in my
organization
e. I feel that I have the support that I need to succeed in my role and with the
organization
4) Communication
a. I feel that I have the resources to get answers if anything arises that I do
not know
b. I feel encouraged to ask questions if I do not know the answers to work
tasks
c. I feel that my manager uses organizational language that I understand
d. I feel that I have bridged the gap between the language that I learned in the
military and the language that the organization uses

e. I feel that current role on my team is contributing to the organization’s
goals (“commander’s intent”)
Scoring:
•
•
•

5 is considered above average/complete engagement
3-4 is considered average, room for improvement
1-2 is consider unsatisfactory, needs immediate attention

